
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Witch of Angbar

        

        
        
          The Milward Chronicles, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Robert Lee Beers

        

        
          Published by Robert Beers, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE WITCH OF ANGBAR

    

    
      First edition. November 24, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Robert Lee Beers.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393467892

    

    
    
      Written by Robert Lee Beers.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Robert Lee Beers

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Milward Chronicles

          
        
          
	          The Promised Ones

          
        
          
	          The Discovery

          
        
          
	          The Whispers of War

          
        
          
	          The Patriarch of Pestilence

          
        
          
	          The Witch of Angbar

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Tony Mandolin Mysteries

          
        
          
	          A Slight Case of Death

          
        
          
	          One Last Quiche

          
        
          
	          What The Puck?

          
        
          
	          Hair of the Dog

          
        
          
	          Lucky Stiff

          
        
          
	          The Clone in the Closet

          
        
          
	          Stake and Eggs

          
        
          
	          You Get Dandruff

          
        
          
	          Something Grimm

          
        
          
	          Get Stuffed

          
        
          
	          Which Witch is Which?

          
        
          
	          The Tony Mandolin Casebook

          
        
          
	          No Place Like Gnome

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Bandoor's Dilemma

          
        
          
	          The Road to Wick

          
        
          
	          Tankers

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Robert Lee Beers’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


The Witch of Angbar

By Robert Lee Beers

[image: World map]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​A Beginning
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“No-no-no-no-no!” The despairing wail cut off as if by the blade of a guillotine.

“Well, that is that,” the woman said, brushing away an imaginary speck of dust from the ebon perfection of her garment, “The last of the interfering idiots of Wycliff.”

As if in answer to the woman’s murmur, a purring growl sounded from behind her.

She looked down at the massive feline and smiled, “Yes, my pet. The world is now our plaything.” Then she threw back her head and laughed as she walked away from the wizards’ pool.


♦ ♦ ♦
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​Chapter 1––––––––
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Dral-ne’talnisan stood with his hands clasped behind his back as he looked out toward the east. Thoughts moved through his mind like Suldam on parade. The new temple in that barbarian city called Southpointe should be nearing completion. It always amazed him how little wealth it took to convince the pales to work against their own interests. A smile crossed his face as to the chagrin they would experience when the gold stopped flowing and the whips came out. He dropped his gaze to the harbor below. The new ships were ready to sail. They lined the docks by the hundreds, their masts like reeds along a watercourse. Even she would not be able to refuse him then.


♦ ♦ ♦
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“HOW DARE YOU? OH, IT’S you,” Baxtr-Kin sat back into his desk chair and, with an effort, set his features into a look of relaxed indifference. It was a bit more difficult this time. The start caused by the sudden appearance of a cloaked figure in his supposedly locked and guarded study had resulted in the spilling a few drops of an extremely rare vintage. 

He groused, “What do you want, Mallien?”

Magister Mallien pulled over one of the chairs that bracketed the window in Baxtr-Kin’s study and sat down. Mallien stared at the Ortian Councilman from behind steepled fingers. Sweat began forming on the council member’s brow. The smiled broadened. “So sorry to not knock, Baxtr,” Mallien purposely left off the honorific Kin, “but apparition was necessary to ensure privacy.”

Baxtr-Kin scowled as he glanced briefly at the golden bell on his desk. One ring would bring the guardsmen stationed outside his door, but he doubted their ability to deal with one such as the Magister.

Mallien’s grin flashed once, briefly, “Very good Baxtr, it appears you do have the ability to develop wisdom after all. I suppose you have heard something of the news from the north?”

Baxtr-Kin scowled, “Must you be so insulting?”

“Must you be such an easy target?” Mallien scowled back. “Now answer my question.” The fingers of his left hand tapped the arm of the chair.

“What news are you talking about?”

“Don’t be thick, Baxtr-Kin,” Mallien chided, “You know exactly the news I’m speaking of. You were deeply involved in our plans as far as the south was concerned.”

Baxtr-Kin’s mouth twitched in a grimace, “Oh, that.” He moved in his chair uncomfortably. “Yes, I heard. It seems your plans worked out just about as well as mine did.” He lifted the snifter to his lips. “That young fool Gerold-Lyrd and his meddling wizard ruined several of mine. Cost me several thousand golds as well,” he finished in a mutter.

“Perhaps you would be interested in satisfying your thirst for revenge, hmm?” Mallien rubbed his chin.

Baxtr-kin tossed back the rest of his brandy. He did not even consider offering any to the Magister. “Of course I’m interested. What do you suggest?”

Mallien re-steepled his fingers and sighed, “Oh, a bit of this, and a bit of that. You are I am sure, aware of the upcoming trial of the deposed Duke of Grisham?”

“Who isn’t? There has been nothing else as far as gossip is concerned since the day they brought that raving manic into the capital.” Baxtr-Kin chuckled, “The trial should be fun to watch from what I hear.”

“Yes,” Mallien answered dryly, “it should.” He stood and began pacing. “I propose to add some additional spice to the entertainment. In addition to the fun of listening to a madman, what would you say to the possibility of watching your young tormentor being led from the council chamber in chains after being accused of the assassination of the emperor?”

Baxtr-Kin leaned forward, an evil glint blossoming in his eyes. “Say on,” he murmured.

Mallien nodded, “First, tell me if you have any of your counterfeit gold marks left.”

“That was an outrageous lie!” Baxtr-Kin blustered. “Counterfeiting is a capital offense and only a total fool would...”

Mallien held up a hand. “Please, do not bore me with false protests of innocence, Councilmember. I am not concerned with your little...extracurricular enterprises. I am, however very interested as to whether or not you have any of those sham marks for our use.”

Baxtr-Kin’s eyebrows rose, “Our use?”

Mallien approached the desk and placed both hands onto the polished wood. He leaned forward and hissed, “What would the authorities say if they discovered several thousand marks worth of counterfeit gold in your nemesis’ vault? How would they react to also finding proof that those marks were payment for slipping a very deadly, but tasteless poison into the Emperor’s symbolic flagon of water at the Duke’s trial?”

Baxtr-Kin’s mouth worked as he ran this scene through his mind. His eyebrows narrowed and he slammed a fist onto the top of his desk. “Yes! Scrood the bastard for a pullet, I’ll do it!”

Mallien glanced at the door leading to the study. Apparently, the guards were used to outbursts from the fat councilmember; the door remained securely shut. “Very good, Councilmember, now this is what we shall do...”


♦ ♦ ♦
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“ALFORD THE TWENTY-THIRD, Emperor of the Southern lands, scion of the house of Galtihedrion,” Duke Bilardi breathed the words out as if they formed the foulest curse he could imagine. “What ill fortune brings you to my humble office?” He giggled on the word, office. The brittle edge of madness lay in the sound. The knuckles of his hands whitened as he tightened his grip on the bars of his cell.

“Please leave us, Cremer,” Alford said quietly. 

The Emperor’s aide balked. “...Sire, I...”

“I will be quite safe, Sobret,” Alford interrupted, using his aide’s informal name, “the bars are protection enough.”

Cremer bowed and, casting a look of distaste toward the prisoner, left the cells.

Duke Bilardi called after the departing Cremer, “Yes, leave us Sobret. You don’t want to be found in the presence of fools and madmen now, do you?” He giggled again, grasping the bars of his cell tightly enough to whiten the knuckles on his hands.

Alford looked at the Duke. In spite of efforts to allow the man every amenity, including a bath, soap and clean clothes, Bilardi refused to make use of any of them. The guards said he even refused to sleep on the mattress provided, choosing rather the stones of the floor. Alford’s glance passed over the rumpled blanket lying next to the bed, the pillow off to the side against the wall.

Duke Bilardi was filthy and his beard had begun to mat. Only his nose and the skin around his eyes showed from behind the wild black thatch of his hair. The eyes gleamed too brightly and the teeth, once white when the Duke came to the prison, carried the stain of brownish tarter. His odor was less than pleasing.

Bilardi grinned at the Emperor through the bars. “Does my beauty please His Excellency?”

Alford ignored the taunt. “I am here on a duty, Your Grace,” he said. “I bring news of your son.”

“I have no son!” Spittle sprayed with the force of the Duke’s scream.

“Nevertheless,” Alford replied calmly, “the duty must be fulfilled.” Bilardi began screaming inarticulately as he danced around his cell, overriding the Emperor’s words. Alford carried on and delivered the information regarding the Duke’s son, Bilardi and the coming betrothal to the Lady Charity.

When he finished, Alford left the raving Duke and walked tiredly back up the stairs to where his aide waited.

Cremer held his Emperor’s cloak outward with both hands, and placed it across Alford’s shoulders and said, “A distasteful duty, My Lord.”

Alford sighed, “Yes, but one that had to be done. Now all that remains is his trial”

“One doubts the Duke will ever regain his sanity in time, my Lord,” Cremer murmured.

“An opinion, Cremer?” Alford looked at his aide in surprise.

“An observation, my Lord,” Cremer demurred. “General Jarl-Tysyn awaits, my Lord.”

“Ah yes,” Alford replied, “Matters of state.” He smiled, “I’m not sure which duty is the more distasteful.”

Cremer followed Alford as the Emperor made his way up the several flights of stairs from the dungeon to the Royal offices. Jarl-Tysyn stood before the Emperor’s desk as stiffly erect as a pylon. The white bristle of his hair gleamed with fresh oil, the nickel and bronze of his breastplate polished to a mirror-like sheen. 

The Emperor shook his head and then composed his expression into one of seriousness as he rounded the desk and sat down. “Sire General, so good of you to come by. I expect you have your report ready to deliver?”

“I do, Your Majesty,” Jarl-Tysyn replied as stiffly as he stood.

Alford had been rifling through papers as he asked the last question. The tone in his General’s voice caused him to look up. “What’s going on?” He asked.

The twitches of Jarl-Tyson’s face attempting to maintain composure told Alford most of what he wanted to know. He held up the sheaf of papers in his left hand as he gestured with his right toward the armchair positioned before the desk. “Sit General, and tell me what is eating at you before you explode all over my palace.” 

Jarl-Tysyn hesitated only for the briefest moment before sitting into the chair. He managed to give the impression of still being at attention while seated. “It’s...about that lad up north, Your Majesty,” the words came out slowly as if they were forced.

Alford sat back in his chair and asked, “Lad? Which lad? From what I understand, a few million people live up north. Which one of them concerns you?”

“This one carries a certain sword, Your Majesty.”

Alford smiled. “Well, that narrows it down a bit. Can you add a few more specifics?”

Jarl-Tysyn glared as he ground out, “I saw the skrudding thing, Majesty. It was Labad’s and it was strapped to the hip of the boy who opened a bloody great skrudding pit with a wave of his hand. Later on, he closed it with the help of that bloody Wizard. That’s the lad I’m talking about...Your Majesty,” he finished in a more subdued tone.

Alford nodded. “Ah, I see. And the fact that this...lad is wearing a sword you identified as being the sword of Labad and that he is also capable of magik, such as that self-same Ortian Emperor, leads you to the conclusion that he is a danger to my throne.”

Jarl-Tysyn shrugged, “It has been preying on my mind a bit, Your Majesty.”

“You spoke with this...lad?” Alford asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“He has a name, I suppose?”

“Adam.”

“That’s all, just...Adam? You heard no surname, no hint of family lineage? Alford shook his head. “For a potential threat to my throne that sounds like very little to base a case upon. Swords can be made and the Wizard Milward has proven the existence of magik beyond all doubt.”

Jarl-Tysyn surged to his feet and slammed his fist against his breastplate. “I saw the skrudding thing! I know the difference between a flicking copy and the real thing. I saw what this boy can do and I saw his effect on the people around him. If he isn’t Labad’s heir, I’m a Maraggar doxie. Besides that, he has the Dragons at his beck and call.” 

“Dragons,” Alford mused, “I would have loved to see that.” He looked at Jarl-Tysyn through lidded eyes, “What do you propose I do with this news General?” He asked quietly.

Jarl-Tysyn had no answer. He looked at Alford helplessly. After a long uncomfortable silence, he spread his hands. “I...I don’t know. I like the boy...when it comes down to it. I’d even trust my granddaughter to his care with no reservations. You should have seen it, Your Majesty. He’s as humble as a monk but somehow manages to shape the people around him into... I don’t know, believing in him, I guess. Folks just want to please him and because of that, they try harder.” The General’s voice became more animated as he spoke.

Alford’s smile grew. “Perhaps I should abdicate.”

“Majesty!”

“What about going to war then? He is a threat, as you say...after all.”

“We just fought a skrudding war! You signed onto the flicking accord!” 

“Yes, there is that.” Alford stood and moved out from behind his desk. He walked over to where he looked into the General’s pale blue eyes. “I signed onto the accord. I wasn’t there, but you were, as my extension. My signing it after the fact is no less binding under Ortian law than if I had been there and witnessed the marvels you had the good fortune to see for yourself. I will not break our law, General. Will you counsel me to do so? This Adam, from what you tell me seems a good sort. Someday I might even have the ability to meet him. If, as you say he is associated with the Wizard Milward, I probably will. Perhaps we could even become friends.”

Jarl-Tysyn nodded, remaining silent.

Alford went on, “Now, enough of that. Let’s move on to these accords I mentioned. I signed them, but I wasn’t there. What hidden concessions did I agree to without knowing it?”

Back in more familiar territory, the General relaxed, muttering, “None, your Majesty.”

“What? I find that hard to believe. You were there, Jarl-Tysyn. What did you hear?”

Jarl-Tysyn related with impeccable accuracy the context of the meeting between himself, Derric-Hess, the current Duke Bilardi and Adam. He ran through the text of the accord verbatim, including the punctuation marks. When he was done, Alford shook his head. “Unbelievable. You do realize General that this is the first time in recorded history that neither we nor our treaty partner has not tried to pull a fast one?”

Jarl-Tysyn’s face settled into mask-like stiffness. “I would not presume to say so Your Majesty.”

“No, I suppose not,” Alford said, and then broke into a grin. “I can just imagine the look on Gephard-Pries’ face when he was excluded from being a signatory on the accord.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the mask relaxed into the briefest of smiles. 

“Yes...” Alford moved back to his chair. “Now,” he said, resting his forearms onto the desk, “on to future matters, the upcoming trial of our mad Duke.”

“Ortian law requires that the accused be present during the proceedings, Sire, even if he is not competent to be a participant,” Jarl-Tysyn added.

“Not competent,” Alford repeated. “Now there is an understatement of vast proportions.”

“The guards have made preparations to prevent disruption, Your Majesty.”

“He cannot be bound or gagged General. The law doesn’t allow that, not during a trial.”

Jarl-Tysyn shook his head. “This is going to be a flicking circus.”

“Not if we can help it, General. Cremer!”

Cremer appeared in the foyer leading to the Emperor’s rooms and asked, “Sire?”

Alford pointed a finger at his aide. “Have the legal staff search the regulations, rights, policies and statutes in regard to the treatment of the accused on trial. I want to know if there is anything we can do to curtail the ability of Duke Bilardi to disrupt his trial.”

Cremer bowed, “At once sire,” and left the room.

“By Bardoc I hope this works,” Jarl-Tysyn said under his breath.

“So do I General,” replied Alford, surprising Jarl –Tysyn with the acuity of his hearing. Now, what can you tell me about the situation in Southpointe?”

Jarl-Tysyn looked quizzical. “Situation, Your Majesty?”

“Ah, it appears word hasn’t reached you.” He reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a sheaf of papers sealed with a burgundy ribbon. “While you were enjoying yourself up north, an old acquaintance of mine paid me a visit. Do you know a ship’s Captain by the name of Larl-Brin?”

Jarl-Tysyn had said the last syllable of the captain’s name along with his Emperor, but he said it with considerably less aplomb. “Yes, Your Majesty, I know the man.”

Alford smiled. “I see you do,” he said, tapping the papers against the desk. “The good captain has done a few favors for me over the years. While you were up north, he brought a couple from Southpointe to me. The tale they related was quite disturbing. If their story was to be taken at face value we are being invaded.”

“Invaded?” Jarl-Tysyn’s voice rose in pitch, “By whom? Where? When?”

“Yes, we don’t know yet, Southpointe and apparently it started right about the time the bulk of our armed forces were camped outside of Grisham,” Alford replied matter-of-factly.

“Well...” Jarl-Tysyn ground out, “We have to do something. The army must be re-mustered. The navy refitted and sent on the next tide. This invasion has to be driven out at once!”

“Or,” Alford said, sliding the papers across the desk toward the General, “We can let our spies do their work and find out what sort of force we are going to be dealing with and then plan accordingly. Read these. Some of the descriptions seem familiar to me, but so far I haven’t found out why.”

Jarl-Tysyn ran his eyes over the top page, lifting the ribbon with a forefinger. “I’ll want to talk to this couple, Bal and Doreen,” he murmured, “Are they still in the city?”

“They are being put up in one of the inns in the first ring, near the wharf. I offered them a room in the palace but they said they would prefer more humble surroundings.”

The General murmured, “Sounds like a nice couple.”

Alford nodded.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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Baxtr-Kin leaned back from leaning on his desk and stared at Magister Mallien, “By Bardoc, this just might work.”

“Of course it will work,” Mallien sneered. “I don’t conceive of plans that don’t work.” Unless some meddling bumbler stumbles into the middle of it, he thought.

“The question is who do I bribe to gain access to the Emperor’s water?” Baxtr-Kin mused.

Mallien waved a languid hand. “That is your concern. You should have more than enough contacts within the council to solve that problem. One important note, do not use your false marks to pay the bribes. Be sure to use real gold.”

Baxtr-Kin blanched, “My own coin?”

Mallien looked around the study. Rare, deeply grained woods lined the walls. Beneath his feet, equally even rarer hand-knotted rugs covered rare marble tiles, flecked with gold-bearing quartz. Beautifully crafted bookcases held leather-bound volumes, the cost of just one of the volumes equal to what a peasant family could earn in a year. Other treasures adorned the walls and shelves. The fat councilmember was drowning in wealth and luxury and he quailed at the thought of handing out a few relatively paltry golds in bribes. 

“Yes,” Mallien sneered again, “Your own coin, or would you rather face the eventual outcome when those contacts discover that you cheated them as part of a royal assassination plot? Regicide is one thing when it is a well-paying job, but I am not sure I would want to put myself on the wrong side of such people. Would you wish to do so?”

Baxtr-Kin reached for the decanter with a shaking hand. “No, no of course not” The decanter rattled against the snifter as he poured. “H... how many golds?” 

He lifted the snifter and then, as if remembering his manners, held it out to Mallien who held up a hand in refusal.

“The amount is up to you and your trading skills, my dear councilmember. I will supply the poison; you supply the manpower and the false marks.” Mallien smiled. It was not a pleasant sight. “And of course, the dupe,” he finished.

“Yes,” Baxtr-Kin snarled, gulping from the snifter, “young Gerold-Lyrd, the meddler.”

“And your revenge will be complete,” Mallien added. “Tell me, how did you come by your store of counterfeit imperial marks?” He tapped the fingers of his right hand against the arm of the chair. The pattern had a unique rhythm. 

Baxtr-Kin leaned back and said, “Ah, well luck had some part to play in that. Several years ago, word came to me that a shipment of counterfeit marks was intercepted on the way from the north to Ort, the false coins scheduled to be destroyed in the smelter. I...have some influence in that area of industry and, through a few machinations, managed to cause a few hundred of the marks to be...lost prior to the destruction. As far as anyone else knows all the shipment was destroyed.”

“How very clever of you Baxtr-Kin,” Mallien murmured, “and now we have what we need.” 

He stood and pulled the hood of his cloak forward, shadowing his face. “We shall meet again Councilmember. Be sure to have all your parts or our little enterprise in place when I return.” He smiled mirthlessly, “There should be enough political turmoil shortly for more than enough maneuvering room.” There was the soft pop of displaced air and the Magister was gone.


♦ ♦ ♦
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VIEWED FROM THE EASTERN hills, the clean-lined truncated grey stone pyramid stood out against the other buildings in Southpointe in glaring contrast; a modern structure set amongst ancient gingerbread. At distance, it appeared to be coated with a dusting of glitter in several areas, especially the cube situated on the top of the structure.

Closer and the contrast became even more glaring. Huge men with skins dark enough to be called truly black directed teams of smaller pale-skinned workers in the placement of massive blocks into one corner of the structure. At the top of the pyramid, a shorter, grossly fat figure with the same dark skin inspected the myriad of jewels set into the pinnacle. Seemingly satisfied, he made a notation into a tablet held in his hand.

Near the base of the pyramid, a whip cracked against the back of one of the workers shifting the block and, grunting in pain, the man redoubled his efforts. The overseers did not call out, choosing rather to make their wishes known by gestures and the whip.

With an audible click, the block settled into place and the workers allowed to step back. One of them began to sink to his knees but those on either side took hold of his arms while glancing fearfully at the overseer. The hulking black figure grunted as he shifted the whip he held to his other hand and gestured for the workers to sit. They did so, gratefully.

The fat Pfaldam made his way down the steps of the newly completed temple and gestured for the Suldam overseer to attend him. They conferred in a language none of the enslaved Southpointers understood. After a short discussion, the Pfaldam left and the Suldam overseer watched the exhausted workers until several more of his kind arrived. The overseers signaled for the workers to stand and then sent back to their respective homes.

At one small, ornate cottage, a woman with a worried expression on a tired-looking face rushed out of the front door to meet her husband as he staggered up the walk. She pulled away her hands as he flinched under her hug. “Oh, they whipped you?”

He nodded as she helped him into a chair and then gently lifted away his blouse revealing the ugly welts across his shoulder blades. 

She gasped, “Bardoc, no! Why...?” She began crying as she soaked a cloth and bathed the welts. “Why are they doing this? We don’t even know who they are. We’ve done nothing to them. They used to pay well, with gold for the work but now we’re nothing more than slaves—beasts of burden.”

“We’re nothing but cattle to them,” her husband muttered, “allowed to return to our own pens, but still cattle. Thank Bardoc Bal and Doreen got away when they did.”

Less charitable in her misery the woman murmured under her breath, “All right for some...”


♦ ♦ ♦
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“HELLO DRAL,” THE LANGUID voice held the promise of sybaritic ecstasy and the body gave substance to that promise until one looked into the eyes.

Dral-ne’talnisan turned and smiled. As part of his education, he had been trained in the various tongues of the barbarians. The witch was dressed as she always was in a tight-fitting black shimmercloth gown that revealed far more than decency or Tettuwain’s priests would have ever permitted on anyone other than a pleasure slave. Her scent held even more promise than her voice and it had taken a considerable amount of the Suldakhar’s will to not give in to the impulses it provoked. Now, after several visits over the years, he was practiced at the game and able to deal with her in a civilized manner.

He bowed and said, “The Lady of Angbar. How pleasant to be visited by you. The passage of time seems not to touch you at all.”

She stood and stretched, smiling at how his eyes followed her movement. “It is kind of you to say so, dear Dral. Are you quite sure I haven’t gained a little weight?” She husked her voice as she pouted, pushing out her full lower lip provocatively. It glistened blood-red against the alabaster white of her skin.

Dral-ne’talnisan shook his head, keeping his distance. The witch’s body was as perfectly formed as the greatest of Suldakhar queens, and she knew this, he was sure. Keeping with the game, he spread his hands. “Lady of Angbar, I would be a liar if I did not say your beauty was untouched by time. What sacrifice must be made to reward Tettuwain for granting me the pleasure of your company?”

“Why nothing really,” she replied, standing and moving away from the divan she had been lounging on. She walked with a cat’s grace. “I see you have some new guards in your quarters, Dral. Is it that time of year already?”

Not taking his eyes off the witch, Dral-ne’talnisan moved, keeping the same amount of room between himself and his guest. “Guards must be rotated regularly otherwise they can become too familiar with their surroundings and lax in their duties. You have yet to answer my previous question, lady.”

She laughed. The sound sent a tingle down Dral-ne’talnisan’s spine. He could feel the subtle magik of her scent playing with him. “Do I really need a reason, Dral? I thought we had become close over the years.” She continued to move in a circle, pausing briefly now and then to pose, subtly emphasizing her more feminine attributes.

He laughed in return, masking the effort it took to do so. “Yes, lady, you do. You are as subtle and cunning as you are beautiful, Lady of Angbar, and you always have a reason for anything you do.”

This time her laugh was real. “My dear Dral-ne’talnisan, you have grown strong. Other men, many of them of your own race have weakened and fallen under my control with far less effort on my part. I see I will have to continue our relationship, the taste of your will is delicious.”

“Your reason, lady, the day is lengthening.”

“Very well,” she replied, lazily running a fingertip along the length of the divan, “you shall have your answer.” She sat and crossed her legs, pulling up the hem of her skirt to a scandalous height. “It has come to me that you are involved in a little adventure on the barbarian continent. I wish to offer my help in this endeavor.”

Inwardly she exulted, the skin around the Suldakhar’s face deepened in its ebon color. Was that a flush?

Dral-ne’talnisan shook his head. “I am concerned, lady, that Maraggar cannot afford your aid. I have heard the tales that say help from the Lady of Angbar come dear, very dear indeed.”

“Ah, but this offer comes without price, dear Dral because in this instance your goals coincide with my own.” She smiled invitingly, “You might even say they are conjoined.”

A very brief cough was the only sign the witch’s barb had struck home. “And what form would this aide take, Lady of Angbar?”

She chuckled; it was almost a purr, “Leave that to me, my dear Suldakhar. All you need do is to continue to build your foothold in the barbarian lands.” Before Dral-ne’talnisan could move backward, she was standing before him. She reached out and patted his cheek twice. On the second pat, she turned into a musky smelling smoke and vanished.

Dral-ne’talnisan glanced out of the corner of his eye at the two Suldam bracketing his door. Neither man had moved a muscle during the witch’s visit. He sighed. It was too bad. Both guards would have to be offered to Tettuwain in the next sacrifice. He walked over to the wall and pulled a cord hidden behind a wall hanging.

The door to his chamber opened revealing the grossly fat shape of a Pfaldam. The administrator was dressed in layers of richly embroidered shimmercloth giving him the appearance of an animated ball of dry goods topped with a feathered turban. He bowed by bobbing at the knees. “You summoned this worthless one, my Suldakhar?”

Distaining to answer the obvious, Dral-ne’talnisan walked over to a table holding an ornate gold vase and a simple folio. He opened the folio and removed from it a single sheet of vellum. “Take this to the commander of the Suldam,” he said.

Bobbing again, the administrator backed out of the room.

After the guards closed the door, the Suldakhar walked over to the balcony that looked eastward toward Angbar. “What has she got in mind?” He wondered.

As he turned away from the balcony, he thought he heard the distant echo of a throaty chuckle.


♦ ♦ ♦
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WITH ILL-CONCEALED temper, Baxtr-Kin dropped the three large gold coins into the clerk’s hand. The only good thing about it was that no one in the first ring public house where they met would recognize him; the custom being primarily foreign sailors and low class dockworkers. The man had been insultingly forthright about the money and refused to carry out his simple task for a secant less than three golds. No one cared if he was risking his life, and upon reflection, the risk was minimal. All the fellow had to do was tip a couple of drops into the water that would be poured into the Emperor’s glass. The whole task should not take more than a few paltry minutes. The miser within Baxtr-Kin howled at the unjustness of the clerk’s greed.

What made the payment even worse was that is was not the only one. Baxtr-Kin had come to feel that everyone in his circle of influence had their hand out—gold to remain mute, gold to pass a message and gold to forget. He could feel his personal treasure shrinking by the moment. “Are you sure you know what to do?” He asked for the fourth time.

“I do,” man replied, weighing the marks in his hand. “The hour before the trial I add the drops.”

Baxtr-Kin nodded, scowling. The clerk’s desk in that area of the administration building served as the beginning point where all ceremonial communications began. The man was really nothing more than a sorter, putting pieces of paper, parchment, and vellum into various baskets. His level of authority was somewhere below that of the Councilman’s housekeeper. Three golds indeed!

It had cost half that to bribe the guard to look the other way when the clerk entered the room where the water jug was kept. Of course, the story of wanting to exchange the water for the Emperor’s favorite white wine as a surprise gift from a grateful Gerold-Lyrd was a stroke of pure genius. Baxtr-Kin had been insufferably pleased with himself on coming up with that one.

“Very well,” Baxtr-Kin grumbled, “now go. The price includes your silence.”

The clerk pocketed the coins and left the booth. Baxtr-Kin had selected one set back into the far corner of the pub. The low ceiling and the gloomy, murky atmosphere added to the sense of camouflage. 

A barmaid approached him as he was preparing to leave. “Ya want a topper, hon?”

Repulsed by the woman’s common dialect, Baxtr-Kin snarled, “No, I don’t want a topper! Leave me, slattern.” He pushed by her and shouldered his way through the crowd at the bar.

She watched the councilmember go. Having no idea who he was, she muttered, “Manners of a pig, that one,” and then wiped down the booth table.

Once he passed the gate into the third ring of the city, Baxtr-Kin began to feel more at home. The obsequious manner of the gate guards was of particular comfort to him. He had one more duty to do and felt that he had saved the best for last. On the way toward the banking district, he turned onto a tree-lined street that held rows of multi-storied homes with steeply peaked tiled roofs. A variety of earth-toned paints adorned each of the homes. Each of them had a large yard with a flower garden below the elevated porch. Cobblestone walkways led from the street to the porch. A few of the homes had slender birch trees lining the walk. One used an elongated trellis of honeysuckle creating a fragrant tunnel for visitors.

Baxtr-Kin turned onto the walkway of the home before the one with the trellis. When he tapped the knocker against its plate, he could feel his heart quicken. The taste of revenge was one he could relish forever. Footsteps sounded from within and then the door opened.

“Councilmember Baxtr-Kin, a pleasant surprise. Come in, please.” The voice was dry and held no hint of the pleasure it had mentioned.

“It is time, Tobin-Mik.”

Tobin-Mik nodded and stood aside to allow Baxtr-Kin passage into the hallway beyond the door. He stood a full head taller than the fat councilmember and was as thin as Baxtr-Kin was heavy. Sallow skin hung on his bones as if the flesh beneath had withered away years ago. His head was long and narrow with yellowish eyes and lank, brownish grey hair hung limply to his shoulders. He stooped, shoulders hunched forward as he walked.

As he followed Baxtr-Kin into the rear of the house, Tobin-Mik said, “The gold is ready to be deposited as per your instructions, Councilmember, but I am puzzled.”

Baxtr-Kin paused and turned just before he reached the drawing-room off to the right of the hallway. “Puzzled, in what way?”

“The size of the payment, sire Councilmember. I am aware of the business concerns of the Lyrd family holdings and the amount is unusually excessive, even in a market such as this.”

Baxtr-Kin smiled. “Are you worried that young Gerold-Lyrd might be cheating me, Tobin-Mik?”

“As your accountant, there is an area of concern, Councilmember.” Tobin-Mik indicated a wing-backed couch with a wave of his right arm, “Please sit. Do you require wine?”

“Not at this time,” Baxtr-Kin replied, settling onto the couch. “Do not concern yourself with the size of this payment. I can assure you that young Gerold-Lyrd more than deserves everything he will receive in this transaction. I wish the deposit to be made today, and not just by letter. I want the coins to be delivered to his vault before the close of business.”

Tobin-Mik’s eyes narrowed slightly. “A letter is the customary...”

“The coins themselves,” Baxtr-Kin overrode the objection. “It is important, Tobin-Mik, very important. In addition, this must be done directly through the teller, not through the Lyrd family accountant. That is equally important, understood?”

“As you wish, Councilmember,” Tobin-Mik bowed his head in acquiescence. 

Baxtr-Kin stood. “Excellent. I am relying on your efficiency, Tobin-Mik, as well as your discretion in this matter.”

“As you say.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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GEPHARD-PRIES STEPPED out of the carriage into the warm sun. Around him, other carriages were unloading passengers and cargo. The base appeared to be nearly deserted; the majority of the army still on the march back from Cloud hook and Grisham. His ride, for the most part, had been tolerable; less tolerable had been the snidely smug looks of his traveling companions in the officer corps. The thought of Deric-Hess, a junior officer signing the accord had cut him to the bone. The fact that the Lieutenant received the honor in preference to him curdled his very soul.

The conversation had judiciously been steered to matters other than the signing. Magik became the topic until the others saw Gephard-Pries face. He steadfastly refused to believe that what he had seen was anything other than mass hysteria and natural geological phenomenon.

He had decided during the journey back from Grisham to resign from the military and take up that offer his uncle had made him a few years ago. With the happy thought of being able to fire those who embarrassed him, he picked up his duffle bag and began walking towards the Officers' quarters.


♦ ♦ ♦
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“I DON’T CARE WHAT YOU say. The schedule will not be changed simply to satisfy a whim. There are policies in place, and they must be followed.”

The speaker glared across her desk at the young man. He was merely a courier in the prosecutor’s office and had no decision-making authority, which made him the perfect target for her temper.

He looked at the memo he had been given. She had flatly refused to take it from him and had, in fact, continued to work on the papers before her, speaking to the courier without turning her head to look at him. “But this is from...” he began.

“I told you,” she said, finally looking at him and dismissing him in one glance; she was at least twenty years his senior, “we have policies in place. Have you even filed a notice of intent form, hmm?”

“I... I don’t file anything... I...”

“Exactly,” she said triumphantly, “So how can you even think I would set a trial in place when even the Council hasn’t been notified of it? Why we don’t even know if they have that day open on their schedule. This is highly irregular.”

He held the memo out toward her, face up so the seal at its top showed. “If you would just...”

She raised her voice as she turned away, “I will not. Our policies are not in place so underlings like you can trample all over them. Either file a notice of intent form or leave. I have work to do.”

If histories were written appropriately, the actions taken by the courier would be given their proper place in the annals of true heroism. Setting his face, he placed the Imperial Notice of Intent back into his pouch and stepped around the officious secretary. He was halfway to the manager’s office before her brain registered what her disbelieving eyes were seeing.

The manager’s door opened to the courier’s knock just as the secretary was bolting from her chair.

“Yes,” he said pleasantly, “What is it?”

The courier pulled out the notice just as the secretary reached his side. Fixing an obsequious smile on her face, she began babbling, “I apologize, sire Ebert-Jon. I tried to stop him but he got past me while I was concentrating on...”

“That looks like the imperial seal,” Ebert-Jon remarked, holding up a hand to stop the rapid-fire excuses. “Is that for my attention?”

The courier nodded. “Yes, sire. The Chief Prosecutor’s office sent me. I need to deliver confirmation back to them within the hour.”

Ebert-Jon nodded back, “And they shall have it. Glinis-Ker, see to it please.”

The secretary’s face looked ghastly. With her smile frozen in place, she said, “Yes, Sire Ebert-Jon,” and walked back to her desk. Filling out the confirmation and stamping it took less than two minutes.

“Glinis-Ker.”

The manager showed her the Imperial seal on the notice and said, “Step into my office and close the door.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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DOREEN BREATHED DEEPLY of the salt air as it came in on the breeze and then resumed her sweeping. She had to admit, there wasn’t much dust to sweep; Ort was a wetter climate than Southpointe.

She heard footsteps and looked down. Bal was coming up the staircase. He smiled ruefully and said, “You don’t have to do that, you know. They do have maid service in this inn.”

“I know,” she said, somewhat bashfully, “but it would feel so much like I was putting on airs if I simply sat back and let myself be waited upon.”

Bal hugged her, broom and all. “I would feel the same way, dearest.” 

He stepped back, holding her by the shoulders. “I have some great news as well.”

“Yes...” She said, a bit apprehensively. 

“I landed a job and you won’t believe the pay.”

“Yes...” She kept the apprehensive tone.

Bal beamed down at her, “A gold and six silvers a month. It turns out the factor who owns the woodworks here actually saw some of the furniture I made way back in Beri.”

“No!” Doreen gasped in surprise.

“He did. He described the pieces well enough to convince me.” Bal released Doreen’s shoulders and hugged her once more. “Bardoc is blessing us, that’s for sure. I wish I had a way of telling this to Milward. That old wizard would have loved to hear it.”

Doreen flushed. “Maybe you will, at least I hope so.”

Bal knew that tone all too well. He leaned against the porch railing. “What did you do?”

“I wrote a letter to Milward.” Doreen looked down at her feet.

Bal chuckled, “Well that’s nothing to be sorry for. I should have thought of doing that myself. I mean...wait,” his expression changed, “how much did this letter cost to send?”

Doreen twisted the broom handle in her hands. “Well...that’s the thing...We really don’t know where Milward lives. He never said anything about that, but he came through Beri so often that I think his home must be somewhere in that region.”

“You sent a letter from here to Beri? That is thousands of leagues away. How much...?”

“Three silvers, the large ones.”

Bal’s mouth worked and then he got out, “That’s three months rent and nearly half of our funds.” He sounded more incredulous than angry.

“I know.”

“What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know,” Doreen almost cried. “I was hearing some of the people around the inn talking and it got me to thinking of our home back in Southpointe and how we had to leave, and that got me thinking back to Beri and, even though we had no money, we were happy there and we had to leave there too. Milward helped us when we had to move to Southpointe. I think he could have stopped what happened there...if he had known. I thought perhaps if he knew...if he knew where we were and why...we could go back.”

Bal reached out and pulled Doreen against him. 

She was sobbing now, “Oh Bal, I’m so homesick...”

“There, there,” he murmured. “It really isn’t all that much money, and who knows, maybe your letter will reach Milward. Bardoc knows there is so much about the old wizard we don’t know about. He has done some pretty amazing things. Perhaps he has a way of having letters written to him find their way.”

Doreen looked up at him. It always felt so safe in Bal’s strong arms. “You really think so?”

He smiled, “Have you ever known me to say something I don’t believe?”

She laid her head against his chest. “No, no I haven’t.”

“Well, the same holds true right now.”

“Are you Bal and Doreen, the couple from Southpointe?”

They both turned at the voice. Standing at the foot of the stairs was a tall, thin man with a fringe of very short white hair and intelligent features. His uniform showed the signs of wear at the elbows and hems, but the insignia on his collar shone with new luster.  

Bal read it as the mark of a Colonel. “Who is asking, sire Colonel?”

“Perhaps I have the wrong inn. The couple I am looking for would be unfamiliar with Ortian military insignia. I am Colonel Ginette-Pries, at your service. Do you know of a couple recently come from Southpointe in this area? The matter is one of urgency and their help would be of great service to the Emperor.”

Bal spoke as he walked down the steps, “The Emperor has been kind to us, and I for one am glad to return the favor. My name is Bal and this is Doreen,” he waved a hand toward the porch, “I think we may be the couple you’re looking for.”

Ginette-Pries clicked his heels and bowed. “At your service, sire Bal. May I come up?”

“Please, follow me.” Bal turned and walked back up the stairs. As he passed Doreen he whispered, “We are getting considerable practice telling this tale.”

Doreen replied, “You think he wants to hear about the invaders in Southpointe?”

“I’d bet on it.”

Bal opened the door to their room and stood back as Doreen and the Ortian Colonel entered. He then followed them, shutting the door behind him.

The room was bright, airy, and large enough to hold a bed large enough for two, a table with four chairs, a study desk with a bookcase and a large armoire. Against the wall that held the large window sat a low couch. Before the couch was another table, low enough to be convenient for drinks or resting tired feet. A small nook led out to an open balcony that overlooked the street running behind the inn. Within the nook was a small kitchen with a sink and a pump for water.

Bal pointed to the table and chairs. “I think we’ll be most comfortable sitting there. This is about what is happening in Southpointe, correct?”

Ginette-Pries nodded as he pulled out a chair and sat, “From what I was told, yes. General Jarl-Tysyn asked me to find you and hear your story.”

“We have already told what we saw to the Emperor,” Doreen said.

“This is typical military intelligence-gathering,” Bal said, leaning back in his chair. “We’ll probably have to tell this story a few more times yet. I imagine the good captain Larl-Brin is being interviewed as well.”

Ginette-Pries murmured, “I cannot speak to that.”

“Which means I’m near the mark, if not in it,” Bal added, smiling. “Very well, Colonel...here is the tale from my view.” He went on to tell how he had seen the strange ships coming into the beach near Southpointe and the equally strange men and beasts that disembarked. He related his and Doreen’s flight overland to where they eventually sailed into the safety of Ort’s harbor. He finished with their seeing the Fairwind, meeting Larl-Brin at the docks, and finally meeting the emperor.

Ginette-Pries asked Doreen to tell him what she had seen, so she did, with somewhat less enthusiasm than Bal. A few details were different, but it was essentially the same tale. He smiled at her addition of the Emperor’s painting and her estimation of Alford’s talent.

When Doreen had finished, the Colonel sat back and chewed his lip for a few moments, “Something about this story sounds familiar. It’s not the events but the people you described. You’re sure their skins weren’t just a darker shade of brown like some of the tribal peoples on the islands in the seas south of the Ortian peninsula?”

Bal shook his head. “I’m sure. That skin was as black as the tar used to thatch a cottage roof and the hair was wrong for a tribesman. This hung straight and it was the color of newly minted silver, not dark and curly. And these folk had great straight beaks for noses, not the flat wide things of the tribes.”

“I was afraid of that. The island folk wouldn’t have the ships or the beasts you mentioned, regardless.” He sighed, “I’m going to relate what you told me to General Jarl-Tysyn. He may want to hear it again for his own edification. I wish that memory would resurface. I know I’ve heard of that description somewhere before.”

Doreen laughed, “I know the feeling. It all comes to us eventually, as we get older. You’ll probably wake up in the middle of the night with it.”

Ginette-Pries chuckled ruefully, “Aye, I probably will.” He stood and bowed, “Thank you for your indulgence and for your company.”

After the Colonel left Doreen hugged Bal’s arm. “Do you think they’ll be able to do something?”

He glanced at her and then looked out the window. “I don’t know, Doreen. At least they’ll try.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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EVARD LOOKED AT THE envelope in his hand and then at the path leading out of the wood. He was supposed to take it through the wood and deliver it to the old man who lived in the small hill on the other side and collect the two copper fee. A cobblestone path wound through a garden there. He had heard stories about the old man who lived at the end of that path and not one of them was in the least comforting. Some were downright frightening. Some folk said the old man was a wizard and that he had a temper. 

“‘Ee’l turn me inta a bloomin’ toad or somethin’ unnatcheral, ‘e will,” the fellow thought. His mum said the old man was not just a wizard but also a famous one, one that had fought alongside Labad in the magik wars. He didn’t know about that. The magik wars were supposed to have been fought over a thousand years ago and the old man did not look much older than his mum did. 

He had picked up the envelope at the pub. The gaffer there poo-pooed the rumors, saying there was more magik in one of his brown ales, and said to go on and make the delivery. It took two more pints to put Evard back onto the road.

It had been a nice warm fuzzy feeling. The gaffer’s brown ale was good and strong. Unfortunately, it was not as strong as the apprehension he felt washing away the buzz. Maybe if he tiptoed in very quietly and just slid the envelope under the door...yes, that would work.

He snuck his way through the trees as quietly as possible. When he reached the path leading to the house, his feet froze. Evard was willing but his body was not. The cobbles of the path smirked rather than beckoned. The brightly painted door set into the side of the hill seemed harmless enough, but you never knew...there could be fell things hiding in that garden, overgrown as it was. He thought he heard something shifting around, hidden in the herbs.

A cloud moved in front of the sun, casting the scene into shadow. Now the door did not seem harmless at all. The old man could be hiding right behind it, waiting to jump out at him as soon as he stepped onto the stoop. “What are ye,” he thought, “a man or a mouse?” 

The problem was, he could wind up being a mouse not just acting like one. 

A vagrant breeze blew through the trees. The sound of the leaves rustling sounded like a distant crowd whispering, “Evard’s a git...Evard’s a git...Evard’s a git...”

Evard looked down. He wasn’t on the path, he was on the stoop! What was he doing on the bloody stoop? He was supposed to be safely against the trees, not on the bloody, bleedin’ stoop.

“Good afternoon.”

Evard nearly levitated a good three feet off the ground. When he came back down, he clutched his chest and looked around wildly. “Ooo said that? Where are ye?”

“I’m right here.” The words seemed to come from everywhere at once.

“Oh gods,” Evard thought, “The old man is a wizard. He’s gone an’ made hisself invisible.”

“Please,” Evard quavered, “don’t turn me inta nuthin’ unnatcheral.”

“Oh, please! Don’t tell me you’re one of those,” the voice sounded both disgusted and peevish. A figure rose up from behind a large thyme bush holding a trowel in one hand and a clump of weeds in the other.

The old man looked at Evard and then blew out his mustaches in an expression of aggravation, “And don’t look at me that way. Do you have any idea how much effort it takes to turn someone into something else?”

Evard shook his head.

“Well let me tell you,” the old man said, tossing the weed aside, “it takes less effort to rebuild a village after a flood.” He looked down at where he had been working and then back at Evard, “Why are you here?”

Evard held out the envelope. It trembled like the leaves in the trees. “I brung you this, sire Wizard,” he quavered.

The old man held out his hand and to Evard’s horror and amazement, the envelope floated over to the wizard.

“So, you’re a courier,” The old man remarked, looking at the envelope. “Where did you get this?” His eyes glanced at Evard from over the fold of the envelope.

“I...it were given to me from a bagman travelin’ from Beri to Dunwattle, s...sire Wizard,” Evard stuttered.

“The name is Milward, and stop shaking, you’re disturbing the bees,” Milward muttered as he read the letter, “They can sense fear. Hmm, this is from Doreen. I’d been wondering about her and Bal...”

He looked back up at Evard, “You still here?”

Evard looked around, not as frightened as he had been, but still nervous. “Umm... my... ahh... it costs two coppers, Sire Wizard.”

“Milward, and what costs two coppers?” Milward spoke while reading the letter, “She wants me to visit her in Ort,” he murmured, “What are they doing in Ort?” 

He looked back up at Evard. “I said, what costs two coppers? A pint in the village is only a halfpenny.” 

He looked back at the letter, “For this? Are you telling me that carrying a letter from the village should cost me the price of eight pints?”

“Please, Sire Wizard, don’t turn me inta nuthin’ unnatcheral...I gotta get two coppers ‘cause I gotta share with the others what passed the letter on.”

Milward glowered at the courier, which did nothing for Evard’s bladder control. “If you insist on saying that I just might put out the effort and add you to my frog collection. Here,” he held out the coins, “here are two coppers. Highway robbery if you ask me. Now go.”

Evard needed no coaxing. He became a rapidly receding blur as he accelerated toward the woods.

Milward watched the courier disappear into the woods and smiled. Some jokes never got old.  Shaking his head and chuckling, he went back into his home. In the foyer, he racked the trowel and placed his dusty work boots onto their shelf. 

Built into an ancient cavern within one of the hills to the north of the forest path, Milward’s home held decorations and furnishings suitable for bachelorhood. A wide fireplace promised old bones plenty of warmth on cold days, and a deep larder insured a full belly. One entire wall held shelf after shelf of books and scrolls. Cushioned chairs placed throughout promised a welcome spot for a lazy afternoon’s reading. Boxes of vellums and parchments were stacked ceiling-high next to a massive reading desk covered in the drippings of over a century’s worth of candles.

Milward’s foyer held places for cloaks, boots and assorted garden tools. The thick bar placed across the stout door, once shut, made sure of a secure stay.

Underfoot, thick carpets gave tired feet a welcome release from the hard ground. Dozens of lamps with smokeless oil brightened the interior, and the warm glow of the oaken panels said home, rather than cavern.

Walking over to his desk, Milward pushed aside a few stacks of parchments and cleared a space. He then turned to a broad, squat, flat file and opened one of the drawers. From it, he pulled a large map of the known world and spread it out onto his desk. After weighing down each of the four corners, he traced a line from his home, down across the map in a southeastern direction to the great city of Ort. 

“Ort,” he said to himself. “They were in Southpointe...why...?” He turned the letter over and then said, “Oh.” 

As he continued to read, his brows knit together and he began to curse under his breath. By the time he was done, a small thunderhead had formed in his study, and a wind was whipping papers and parchments across the room.

“It’s that witch,” Milward muttered, slapping the letter with the back of his hand, “She’s obviously stepping out on her own this time. Not even Gilgafed would—” He stopped, reached out, grabbed his staff, and stalked out of the room, cursing fluently.

The epithets trailed off into an under-the-breath monologue as Milward stormed through his house. He passed into a hallway that led straight back from the living room to a door at the very end. Inside was a room filled with casks, pots, jars, and boxes full of herbs, both dry and growing. Other jars and flasks held bits and pieces of insects, amphibians, and reptiles, as well as strange and wonderful oils, ointments and powders.

The air within the room greeted the old Wizard with its heady mixture of odors. Worktables sat cluttered with tasks and experiments in various stages of completion, and an ornately framed mirror graced one wall bare of anything else but the twin oil lamps bracketing it. Milward stood before the mirror, his eyes burning with a cold fire. “Show him to me,” he snapped.

The mirror’s surface began to swirl with multicolored mists. A figure appeared, first as a silhouette, and then as Gilgafed himself. 

“You!” The Sorcerer sat before a desk, in many ways similar to the one in Milward’s study. Papers, folios, and scrolls littered its surface. A golden goblet filled with a deep red liquid was at Gilgafed’s elbow. 

Gilgafed scowled, “I thought we had an agreement, Wizard. Why have you broken it?”

Milward snarled, his voice fell and low. There was no sense of banter or play in his tone. Apocalypse lay in every syllable, “I have a very good reason for this, Sorcerer. A message has reached me indicating Angbar may be extending its hand once again.”

Gilgafed sneered, “The witch? Don’t be foolish, Wizard. She has no real power outside of her island and you know it. Besides, most of what she had was expelled during the magik war.”

“Tell that to Southpointe, Gilgafed,” Milward grated. “It is far enough from the population centers that it takes time for the rest of the world to notice. One of their jeweled temples is rising there as we speak. Why do you think she has brought the Maraggar into my world?”

“What?” Gilgafed’s sneer diminished, “The black skins?” 

He waved the statement away, “They mean nothing. All they are interested in is that idiotic religion. Ignore them, eventually, they’ll tire of Southpointe and go back home.”

He puffed out a sigh of exasperation, “Now leave me.” The sorcerer waved his hand. The scryglass rippled as a tiny spark leaped out and grounded against Gilgafed’s palm. He cried out in pain. In the background behind him, a small, mousy-looking figure came into the room and stood there, gaping.

With a satisfied grunt, Milward nodded and said, “Don’t try to end this scry, Gilgafed, it won’t work. I’ve locked the shaping and you don’t have the strength to break it.”

Gilgafed glared at the wizard, his eyes narrowing in anger, “How—?”

Milward muttered, “I told you before, Gilgafed, about the futility of wondering where I get the strength to do things. Now, what do you know about what is going on in Southpointe?”

“I’m not involved in any of her doings.” A little bit of the sorcerer’s strength and composure had come back. Cobain, his servant, the figure in the background of the scry, rushed forward to comfort him, but was roughly pushed away as Gilgafed growled, “As I said, Wizard, that witch in Angbar has neither the power nor the connections.”

Milward scowled and then shook his head. “I’m beginning to wonder...”

Gilgafed’s sneer returned, “So, you have holes in your vaunted wisdom after all.”

Milward raised his hand. “I’m not here to banter, Gilgafed. You and I both know each other too well to do that. I’m here for answers.”

Gilgafed’s face took on an expression of disgust. “Don’t remind me,” he sneered. “I still have nightmares over what I saw during that melding.” 

He and the old wizard had joined their minds to battle the entity known as the destroyer. During the melding, each experienced the other’s personality. It was not a pleasant experience for either. 

The sorcerer’s expression relaxed into thoughtfulness and he continued, saying, “You could have a point, though. Her ambition was great.”

“Are you sure of this?”

Gilgafed grimaced, “You aren’t the only one with scrying ability, wizard. I have followed the signs of her doings for centuries. She has stayed in the background, working her small intrigues, especially with those black-skinned Maraggar. This has to be her doing. You’re wasting your time questioning me. My realm is far too inhospitable for their liking.” The look he gave Milward held no compassion.

“You should have told me,” Milward said slowly.

“I left that world centuries ago, wizard,” Gilgafed said, his voice rising in anger. “I formed my own kingdom, a realm that functions by my rules. The petty concerns of your world matter to me not!”

“They should.”

Gilgafed stared at the wizard, “What do you mean by that?”

Milward’s mouth worked, “It seems to me that if an entity has the subtleness to hide what appears to be considerable power and influence from two of the most powerful magik workers in the world...that should concern someone. It also seems that something should be done.”

Seconds passed into minutes as the two regarded each other and their own thoughts on the issue.

“Well, wizard, what are you going to do?” Gilgafed’s voice crackled with impatience.

“It appears,” Milward said into his beard, “that this matter requires further research.”

“I agree,” Gilgafed said, “But another...melding is out of the question. You will have to deal with this problem on your own.”

Milward replied softly, “Perhaps,” and ended the scry.

He sank back into his chair. The power he had used in locking the scry had nearly exhausted him. Now that the anger had begun to subside and it’s sustaining adrenaline left with it he began to feel drained.

Gilgafed had been right. He had acted rashly and, like a fool had rushed to judgment without having all the facts. It had been wrong to bully the sorcerer, especially since both of them had been factors in each other’s survival. Now he owed an apology to the most disagreeable being he knew. It was not a pleasant feeling.

Forcing himself to stand, Milward shuffled his way back down the hallway to his kitchen. He had to get some food and drink into himself or the headache would be horrendous.

A jar of pickled eggs, a hunk of sharp white cheese, a few slices of crusty bread, and a pint of strong brown ale were gathered up and spread onto the kitchen table. As he munched, Milward thought. 

Gilgafed at least believed what he was saying. The little elf was not that good of a liar. But, that didn’t mean that there wasn’t a possibility the witch had survived the magik wars’ last cataclysmic battle with her powers intact. If this were so, she would be the deadliest foe yet, not merely because of her strength, but also because of her cunning.

The thief that had become the shadow realm’s link into the world had simply been a tool of brute force. The Witch of Angbar was another kettle of fish entirely. She had brains as well as beauty and, from what Milward remembered of his lessons with Daltwain, his old mentor, centuries more experience than he did; considerable centuries more.

The hasty meal took the edge off his fatigue and brightened his mood. He cleaned up after himself and, with a much lighter step, made his way back to his bedroom. If he were going to pay a visit to the Ortian capital, he would have to pack.


♦ ♦ ♦
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CHARITY PULLED APART the curtains to her room and looked out at the great city of Grisham as it spread out before her. Something in the way the light played through the window sent her memories flying back to another time, a time far less pleasant. Reacting to the thoughts, she shook her head and quietly said, “...No...”

The chambermaid overheard and misinterpreted the meaning of the word. “Don’t say that Milady. The Duke’s a fine man an’ from what I hears around the castle he’s right taken with you.” She smiled bashfully, “a’course, iffn you don’t mind me sayin’ Milady, any man’d be settin his cap iffn he could, what with what you have to offer...Milady.”

“I’m sorry?” Charity turned and looked at the girl. Inwardly she smiled at the thought. It wasn’t too long ago that she had been considered a girl. She probably still would be in the eyes of some back home in Beri. “What were you saying about Duke Bilardi?” she asked.

“I was sayin’ that...”

A knock on the chamber door stopped the girl’s answer. Charity said, “Never mind. Please see who that is.”

Ever since she had decided to stay in Grisham after her twin brother Adam and his betrothed—she still had a hard time believing that one—Thaylli left for their new home in the mountain village of Access, Charity had been feeling a little homesick. Years of adventure, some of it mixed with hardship, had inured her to being away, but she missed Beri. She missed her aunt and uncle and the children she and Adam used to play with. She had made wonderful and loyal friends, especially Flynn and Neely, her two traveling companions during her adventures, and she had even begun what could turn out to be the romance of her life with the old Duke’s son, Bilardi—named for his father, yet as loving and honorable a man as the father was a villain. However, even at that, she missed Beri.

“Milady, it’s them.”

Charity turned from the window with a smile. By them, the girl meant Flynn and Neely. The two rogues were terrible teases, especially with the pretty ones, but also as harmless as doves when it came to the girls’ virtue. “Let them in,” she said.

Flynn and Neely sauntered through the door. Neely had a thin, homely continence with a prominent nose that stood out on a face that could have used a lot more chin, and about half the amount of ear. Stringy brown hair slunk out of a battered knit hat, and his smile showed teeth that could have used more care when he was a child. His body was as thin as his face and he stood taller than average, but not as tall as Flynn. He wore a burgundy waistcoat over a tan tunic and brown trews. His boots were also brown, folded over at the knee. The hilt of a blade peeked out from the right-hand cuff.

Flynn’s head was as round as Neely’s was long. His nose was broad and rather than needing more chin he had at least two extra. An old cloth hat that had a sad, limp pheasant feather stuck in one side of its band perched on his head. His massive neck supported broad shoulders that could have stood an ox in good stead. Straining to hold in his stomach, the tunic was plain, but serviceable, colored in oxblood and tan, and his massive forearms showed an alarming amount of the same reddish hair that covered his head and stubbled his cheeks. A couple of tufts showed at the base of his throat as well.

Neely swept his arms in an exaggerated bow and said, “Greetings, Milady.” His expression belied the formality of his greeting.

Flynn was less formal but more respectful, “Mornin’ Miss Charity.” He knuckled his brow.

Charity crossed her arms under her breasts and scowled at the two, “All right, what’s going on? What have you done this time?”

“Us?” Neely said, innocent eyed, “We done nuthin’, at least ways as far as I know.” 

He stopped and thought, “Course now...there was that venison roast Flynn got into yesterday afternoon.”

“That weren’t my fault an’ you knows it, Neely,” Flynn protested. “Th’ cook done said she’d leave summat out fer us. You heard her yerself.”

“She meant that plate of sonnies, ya daft pillock, not th’ whole bleedin’ roast,” Neely laughed. “That was his nib’s supper.”

Charity nodded. So that was why she and Bilardi picnicked on sandwiches last night. She had to admit, it had been a nice change from the elaborate feasts he had been subjecting her to over the past fortnight.

She held up a hand to forestall further argument, saying, “That’s not what I meant and you both know it. What’s going on around here? People have been treating me as if I’m made out of glass or something. Even you two have changed. Flynn has even gone back to pulling his forelock, and what was that little bow about, Neely? I’m not royalty.”

“Gonna be soon,” Flynn chuckled under his breath.

Neely turned to Flynn and hissed, “Flynn!”

There was a hurried whispered exchange between the two adventurers where Charity heard the words, Duke, wedding, and throne mentioned. A couple of them she heard twice. She tapped her foot. Against the marble tiles, the sound cut through the background of the whispers like a temple bell. 

Flynn and Neely broke off their argument.

Charity smiled, but it was more of a threat than an invitation. “Well?” she asked.

Both men looked back at her sheepishly.

“Well? This time she asked a little louder.

“Er, ah, well, Miss Charity...ya knows how I likes to spend some of me spare time with the cooks an’ all...” Flynn stammered.

Charity nodded. Flynn had become a favorite around the kitchens, both because he would sample nearly everything the cooks produced, and because he preferred his women on the robust side. It was not uncommon to find him seated at the worktable with a mug of ale in one hand, and his arm wrapped around a woman. The woman was usually one close to his own considerable size.

Charity said, “Go on.”

“Well, them gals, they likes to gossip about the goin’s on in the castle and around the town, an’ Sherly, she done heard Gissette say to Derwina that his nibs is a fixin’ to ask you—”

Just then, the door opened, interrupting the big man. There was no knock and no need for one. Bilardi, once Captain of the guard now the Duke of Grisham strode in, his usual confident face held a look of concern, chagrin and somehow... amusement. 

Charity noticed and crossed the room rapidly. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

“It’s that cat of yours,” Bilardi said, as he sank into one of the cushioned chairs set along the wall of the room.

“She didn’t...eat anyone, did she?” Neely asked and only half-jokingly; Charity’s cat was as large as a good-sized dog and could be very touchy with those she did not consider friends. The tracker had seen the cat chase off a pack of hounds that had come across her one afternoon. Two of the dogs were never found. Some of the tougher guardsmen around the palace had learned to move clear across the hallway when she padded past them on her nightly patrols.

Bilardi waved the question away. “No, it’s not that. Actually, she has been remarkably well behaved lately, almost tame. In fact, she even let me pet her the other day,” he chuckled.

“Why that’s marvelous,” Charity cried. “So why the face?” She paused and then asked, “What happened with her?” Ever since she and Adam rescued the cat from drowning, Charity had been very protective of it.

“It’s what Nugent told me,” Bilardi murmured, “I checked on the information and I also saw it myself last night.”

“Saw what?” Three voices asked at once.

“You know that lion pride my father kept in his private zoo?”

“I heard of it,” Charity said, “But I never saw it. I don’t like the idea of animals being kept in cages, even if they are made up to look like the wild.”

Bilardi nodded, “I agree, but that’s part of the problem.”

Flynn and Neely leaned in. This was getting to be good.

Bilardi continued, “You see, the lions in that zoo now are second and third generation. They were born there, and so they’re not exactly what you could call wild.”

Charity murmured, “I think I see where this is going...”

“Uh-huh,” replied Bilardi, “I think you do.”

“You’ve made pets out of them.”

Neely nudged Flynn in the side with an elbow and grinned.

“Not exactly,” Bilardi shrugged.

“But they’re too tame to survive in the wild,” Charity guessed.

“You could say that. You could also say the same sort of things about your cat.”

“What about my cat?”

“I think she’s pregnant.”

“What?” Charity sat down in a nearby chair. 

Bilardi took the one next to it. A small table with a lamp on it separated them.

“Up th’ duff,” Neely offered.

“In th’ puddin’ club,” Flynn added.

“I know what it means,” Charity whirled on the two, “I want to know,” she said, turning back to Bilardi, “What?”

Bilardi smiled and shrugged again, “She’s a bit larger than most cats, you know.”

Neely chuckled, “I seen smaller...”

“Neely!”

“Sorry.”

Bilardi continued, “Last night I was helping with the feeding, it’s something I like to do now and then, and the cats seem to like me. I noticed one of the males missing when I rolled the meat cart in. They usually like to be right there when the food arrives. When I looked around for him—he could have been sick or even injured—many things were going through my mind, all of them worries. I was not prepared to see him cuddled up next to your cat. He was giving her a bath with his tongue.”

“What?”

“You keep saying that.”

Flynn whistled low, “Well don’t that beat all.”

Neely nodded knowingly, “It kinda figgers ya know. I mean th’ castle dogs are dead scared o’ that cat. Seems only right she’d take up with another cat what turns them dogs’ insides to mush like her.”

Bilardi exclaimed, “That male weighs over 300 pounds!”

Neely smirked, “See?”

Flynn remarked innocently, “So does me.”

Charity rubbed her forehead, “Where is she now?”

As if in answer, the cat padded into the room, her tail held high, and with a suspicious roundness to her belly. She ignored Flynn and Neely and headed straight to Bilardi, pushing her head against his thigh and purring softly.

He looked over at Charity and he ran a hand down the cats back. “See? Would she act like this if she wasn’t...?”

“Up the flue...”

“In the family way...”

Charity waved the helpful vocabulary suggestions away. She leaned over, clicked her tongue and snapped the fingers of her right hand. “Come here, girl. Let me see you.”

The cat immediately turned her attention from Bilardi to Charity, continuing with the head butting and the constant rumbling purr.

Bilardi watched the scene with a strange half-smile on his face. “Well,” he sighed, “I guess we’ll have to make it official then,” he said.

“Make what official?” Charity asked, petting the cat and feeling around the suspicious belly.

“Our betrothal,” Bilardi said at a near whisper.

Charity stopped petting. 

Flynn nudged Neely in the side while grinning broadly.

“Our...what?” she asked.

“Our betrothal,” Bilardi repeated calmly as if stating the fact of the day’s weather.

“Oh,” Charity replied, placing her hands in her lap and sitting back in the chair. “And you came to this decision logically then?” Her voice held a dangerous calmness.

“Well,” he said, waving a hand at the cat, now laying contentedly next to Charity’s chair, “seeing as how we’re going to be grandparents...of a sort.” he smiled.

Charity nodded, ignoring Flynn and Neely’s guffaws, “I see. It wouldn’t be proper to allow the poor dears to grow up...bastards.”

“Uh, ain’t th’ folks gotta be the ones unmarried for them to be—”

“Quiet, Neely, the Duke and I are talking.” Charity did not take her eyes off Bilardi. She leaned forward and said, “Go on.”

“Well,” Bilardi continued, “we should notify your brother of course. It wouldn’t be right not to have him at the ceremony. He may not want to accept it, but I do consider him to be the rightful Emperor.”

“Let’s not get off course here, “Charity said, placing a hand on Bilardi’s knee, “we were talking about us.”

Neely chuckled, whispering, “Ain’t it just like a woman, Flynn?”

“Aye, Neely,” Flynn whispered back, “Th’ poor sod ain’t never had a chance.”

♦ ♦ ♦​
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Chapter 3
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“The accused will enter the court!”

At the stentorian command from Lord Portins-Jons, the huge double doors of the Ortian Council Chamber opened slowly inward, and the susurrus of mingled conversations ceased.

Typically, the Council Chamber could hold about a thousand guests, depending upon the bodies involved. Today, because of the celebrity of the accused, it was filled to overflowing. Beginning at the dais, an elevated platform of polished granite tile, the Council Chamber rose in a series of fifteen concentric rings that allowed the Council members to watch or partake of the proceedings without their view being interrupted. Entrance to the chamber was through the fifteenth level, as the entire facility was built within a natural hollow discovered centuries before the time of Labad. Six wide aisles separated the sections of seats for Council members, and six narrow aisles for their secretaries. The chamber walls held paneling of Rosette wood, deep, deep red in hue, and tightly grained. At each joist, there hung a drape of burgundy shimmercloth, trimmed in gold. The walls reached upwards above the entry to join at the central dome where its circlet of skylights let in the morning sun. Honey-colored Castell wood accented richly as a trim and as the doors.

Alford sat in the Imperial Seat, a small balcony overlooking the council chamber. His chair, a throne-like affair, sat before a large slope-topped desk made of the same Castell wood as the doors. The right-hand side of the desk held a drawer, that when pulled out, contained the agenda for the day’s council meeting, or in this case the trial. Next to the agenda rested a rock crystal carafe filled with rose-scented water. Next to the carafe sat a matching goblet, also filled.

The entrance doors led to another elevated platform, this one with a podium of the same red-hued wood as the walls. During an imperial trial, the accused would stand at that podium. There was space behind it for a brace of guards if needed. Today that need was manifest. The prisoner came into the chamber, led, or rather dragged, by two massive imperial guards. A leather mask and gag covered his mouth as he had already bitten those attempting to bring him to trial. Cording bound both arms behind his back and his legs at the knees allowing him to shuffle upright while being held by the elbows.

Conversations began throughout the chamber again as the old Duke was placed at the podium. Portins-Jons rapped the butt of his ceremonial staff against the granite tile of the Council chamber floor three times, as he bellowed at the top of his considerable voice, "Attend! Attend! Attend! Alford, the twenty-third, Emperor of all the known lands, light of Ort, and the Ortian Empire, Scion of the House of Labad, and protector of the one true faith is at the bar. Let all who have business with the Empire, for good or ill, speak freely, and without fear." He rapped the staff three more times, and then backed away from where he had stood.

The speech, nearly identical to that used for council meetings, reverberated throughout the chamber, and the conversation ceased. Portins-Jons looked up at Alford and, with a wink, bowed as deeply as his girth would allow, and then waddled back to his chair.

Alford reached over and lifted the goblet. Holding it out before him, he began the traditional response to the Steward’s Call to Attend, this one exactly identical for trial and meeting, "The House of Labad is honored once again to open its ears to the free discourse of its Noble Neighbors. Let no man fear to speak freely here. Let no one fear that their voice will not be heard, nor that their concern be unanswered. Let no idea be held back, for this is the place of ideas. As this water is the gift of Bardoc to this world," he drained the glass, "so is this Council to the Ortian Empire."

Those closest to the old Duke could see his eyes as the Emperor went through the ceremony and could hear the maniacal laughter coming muffled through the gag. Baxtr-Kin was one of those, but his eyes only stayed on the old Duke for the briefest of moments. His attention remained riveted on the Emperor. It had taken far more of his gold than he had thought to carry out his portion of Mallien’s plan to kill the Emperor. The cost of the poison alone had been ruinous. He had thought that Mallien had intended to use his own gold to pay the apothecary who manufactured the poison, but that was not the case at all. All the Magister did was supply the recipe. Baxtr-Kin had to supply the gold. His stomach still twisted because of it. “Nevertheless,” he thought, “not as badly as the Emperor’s stomach is going to be doing.” 

He glanced over to where Gerold-Lyrd sat carrying on an animated conversation with another of the younger Council members. “Whelps,” he thought, “barely out of diapers and they feel they have the right to sit as members of this council simply because of an accident of birth.” Baxtr-Kin, as was usual, ignored the inherent hypocrisy of his thinking as that was precisely how he gained his seat.

As all eyes were on the spectacle of the guards attempting to control the old Duke thrashing about at the podium, they did not see the first spasm hit Alford. 

He stiffened in pain as he lost the control of his arms and legs. His right arm shot out knocking the ceremonial goblet from the desk, and sending it to the chamber floor, where it shattered.

The sound of the breaking crystal echoed through the Council Chamber like a thunderclap. The guard standing just outside the balcony’s foyer rushed in, but all he could do was hold the twitching emperor in an attempt to keep him from pitching forward into the chamber below. White froth bubbled out through Alford’s lips.
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