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Destiny

Blaze Ward


Sleipnir paused to take in the combat scene before him as he reloaded his heavy crossbow. The Araneae warrior was at a distinct disadvantage in the close quarters of the tower’s entryway, so he had stayed back, just outside the now–opened front door. The fading dusk outside made the view just that much more difficult inside, as oil–fired lamps in the hallway flickered and cast strange moving shadows.

 He braced all eight of his feet, leaned back over his lower–body thorax like a rearing horse, popped up on his tip–toes, and looked over the mess in front of him through the oversized doorway. Better. He had a tactical view unmatched by people whose eyes were only three to six feet off the ground.

No good targets stood out though. Up front, Brak, his half–troll companion, swept skeletons into kindling with his humongous axe, Woodchuck. From here, Sleipnir could hear bits of some trollish ditty being hummed as he laid about him like a lumberjack, accentuated by the brittle shattering of bones.

Farther back, Princess, the Night Elf, fired the occasional arrow, using her naturally dark skin and black clothing to blend in with the ebon stone of the hallway. Sleipnir could see his human leader, Bob, offering suggestions to her from the middle of the hallway, and to the two–and–a–half–foot tall Puck wizard on Bob’s other side. Piper’s sorcery was having the most effect, but Sleipnir could see that it was a result of him thwarting the spell–casting efforts of their necromancer foe at the far end of the hall.

From his tip–toes, Sleipnir caught movement beyond the half–dozen skeletons left in the fight. “Bob,” he yelled, “bad guy’s making a break for it. The necromancer’s running.”

Bob turned to look back, his unblooded cutlass in one hand and an undamaged shield in the other. He blinked, looked up, then up again, to meet the Araneae warrior’s eyes behind him, head nearly twelve feet off the ground. Sleipnir could see Bob’s mind cycle through choices, implications, and estimations. Bob’s ability to think quickly had kept them all alive many times. He arrived at one now from the flimsiest of evidence. “He’s going upstairs where he can bar a door and summon more nasty things. You go up the outside of the tower and stop him. I’ll send Brak to distract him from the front.”

Sleipnir skittered backwards out of the entryway to the tower and glanced up at the stone face before him. He took the moment to reload his black crossbow and set the safety as he reached out with his front pair of spider feet and caught onto the brick. Slowly, he shifted himself vertical and began to climb up the side of the tower, just as the spider his lower half resembled would do.

Ξ

Bob pivoted back to the mission at hand as his Araneae scout disappeared up the outside of the tower. “Princess, go to close combat. Now.” She glanced over as he stepped forward, heard her toss her bow back safely out of the way, heard her draw a pair of short blades.

Bob could see the necromancer fiddle to open a previously–hidden doorway to one side of the hallway and start to step through it. Up ahead, Bob watched as his half–troll destroyer shattered another skeleton. “Brak, ignore the skeletons and go after the wizard, right now. Don’t let him get away or summon any more help, whatever you do. Stop him at any cost. We’ll handle the rest.”

Bob saw the great bearded head look back, saw the troll–kin warrior nod, and watched the seven–and–a–half–foot tall half–troll rush forward and grab a skeleton by the neck as he went by. Brak dashed the thing to pieces against a nearby wall as he raced to the closing door and stuck his great two–headed axe, Woodchuck, into the sill before the door could close. 

Ξ

Sleipnir peeked into a balcony window with all the noise of a church mouse. This floor looked like a dainty salon for entertaining guests, so he slowly ascended another level, carefully gripping bricks with his spidery toes as he circled the exterior. Most of the time, the loss of his true elven body was a point of great pain and indignity, but, occasionally, the new half–spider centaur shape had its uses. Not enough to make up for so failing the Dark Goddess, but…less bad.

The next floor up was an arcana library filled with all manner of books and trinkets and exotic weapons in fancy racks. Across the open space, Sleipnir saw the necromancer emerge from a staircase, holding a gnarled wooden staff with a glowing red orb attached to the top. The man held it horizontally above his head with both hands and began to chant in some unknown tongue as he crossed the room. Confident that he was invisible against the night sky behind him, Sleipnir shifted around to line up a killing shot.

A rumble of feet pounding up the stairs caused the necromancer to turn and look the other direction. Brak emerged from the stairwell at a dead run and howled some trollish insults at the man. The half–troll also blocked Sleipnir’s shot, just as the crimson orb suddenly flared and filled the room with an unholy light. 

What happened next would stay with the Araneae for the rest of his days.

Without breaking stride, the trollkin threw his axe with both hands at the necromancer, all one hundred and twenty pounds of two–headed killing wood and steel, in one mighty overhand toss. From nearly twenty feet away. Like a hatchet. Time seemed to stop for everyone as the five–foot–tall weapon lazily tumbled forward.

“Brak. No!”

Sleipnir had just enough time to realize what the troll–kin had done as the spinning axe connected. The downward–facing blade caught the necromancer in the center of his sternum. The upward–facing blade clipped the staff. 

Both failed under the tremendous mass of impact. 

The axe split the wizard in half almost as cleanly as it did his magical staff. 

For a moment, nothing happened. 

Then all the magical energy in both the staff and the wizard was released explosively, a flash of crimson light that blinded the Araneae and nearly caused him to lose his grip on the gray stone bricks. 

The whole sky turned red. The moon dripped blood and most stars simply vanished as if day–lit. Afterimages strobed across Sleipnir’s eyes.

Ξ

Bob emerged from the stairway, slightly the worse for wear. Four skeletons had been a bit much, without his two best warriors, but letting that evil bastard sorcerer run loose would have been infinitely worse. He stumbled to a stop. Piper and Princess staggered into him from behind.

The room looked like a polite but clumsy fire elemental had thrown a party. Tapestries were charred and crumbling. Furniture looked cooked. Even leather bindings on books had a scorched appearance. Fresh long–pork assailed his nostrils. Just inside the balcony, he could see Sleipnir keep watch. In the middle of the floor, Brak kneeled next to the badly–burned pieces of the wizard. Tears streamed down Brak’s face, carving channels in the ashes.

Brak looked up at Bob with the most mournful eyes he could have ever imagined. 

“Woodchuck’s dead, Bob,” the trollkin said quietly.

Bob blinked, processed, failed, tried again, gave up. “Dead?” He stopped cold in the middle of the room as his legs refused to move any farther. Princess and Piper slid around him on each side and approached their crying companion.

Princess put her hand on Brak’s shoulder. “What do you mean dead, honey?” she asked gently.

Brak lifted a roundish blob of black metal the size of his head and held it out to her. Bob could almost smell the heat emanating off of it from where he stood. “Dead.”

She stopped and turned a quizzical eye on it. “What’s that?”

Sleipnir emerged from his fugue with a shake of the head and took a step into the room, as if willing the shock to wash off his back feet. “That’s what happens when a really big flying axe destroys a really bad–ass wizard and his summoning staff. Boom.” He staggered slightly, even with eight feet to hold him up.

Bob took a step closer, saw the charring around the edges of the Araneae, the singed eyebrows and hair, the ash on his mail shirt. Bob glanced over, realized the front half of Brak was charred as well. Which should have hurt him a lot more, since trolls can quickly heal almost any damage, except acid. And fire. They were especially vulnerable to fire.

He turned back to Sleipnir. “You okay, pal? You look a little cooked.”

Sleipnir shook his head again as if to clear it and stared through Bob’s head. “Somehow, that axe, Woodchuck, absorbed what just happened. Do you have any idea how much power it takes to melt twelve stones of steel that fast?”

Bob nodded uncomprehendingly, afraid to know that answer. “You’re both okay, and the bad guy’s dead. That’s good enough for me.”

“No, it’s not,” Sleipnir said. He pointed a finger and took a hard step towards Brak’s back. “Damn, it, Brak. What did you think you were doing?” he demanded accusingly. Sleipnir took a step, staggered to a stop as Bob stepped in front of him and looked up.

“He was doing what I told him to do, which was stop the guy. At any cost. Okay?”

Sleipnir turned, fought to bring his concentration on the team leader. “Bob, that explosion should have blown the whole top off of this tower and killed all of us.” He vibrated with contained energy.

Bob started to say something, but Princess distracted them from their escalating confrontation. “Obviously,” she cut them both off sharply, “the gods decided to protect him. And us. Any questions?” She stood in the middle of the floor, with Brak’s huge arms wrapped around her waist as the troll–kin cried his eyes out into her stomach. She snarled silently at both of them hard enough that each took a step back in surprise.

Bob looked around, found a none–too–damaged chair, and took a seat. He pulled a wineskin from his pack and tossed it to Sleipnir. “Time for some wine, you think?”

Sleipnir shook his head one last time. “Bob, the gods don’t do that. Unless they have something big and nasty planned, you know?”

Bob nodded, exhausted. “Trust me, pal. I’m aware of that.”

Ξ

Bob relaxed with his feet up on the least–damaged foot stool, a glass of the necromancer’s good wine in an expensive cut–glass goblet in his hand, wearing a smile. Across the room, Princess continued to console the distraught half–troll as he held the blob of steel in his lap and rocked. Bob shook his head.

Closer by, Piper and Sleipnir worked a variety of low–grade enchanments, mostly Knowings and Divinings, over an amazing collection of small items they had identified as potentially magical. There were books, jewels and jewelry, trinkets, and an ivory wand that was either made from horn of a unicorn or was carved to look like one. Sleipnir was lovingly running his hands over a strangely–shaped sword and murmuring in Elven. Bob watched magical flickers run back and forth between the two. 

He took a drink of the excellent wine and leaned forward. “Find something?”

The Araneae, formerly a simple Night Elf who had been turned into a spider centaur creature by his goddess, looked up with new depths of pain in his eyes, as well as greed. 

Bob recognized the avarice. It was the same look he saw in the mirror each morning.

Sleipnir took a deep breath and emerged from his concentration. He lifted the blade and cut the air with it to a whistling sound. “This is a Nightblade, Bob. The masterpiece of a Night Elf blademaker.”

Bob whistled lightly to himself. “Valuable? Magical?”

The Araneae nodded. “Very. To both. I would like to claim it at part of my share of the treasure.”

Bob leaned back, face closed. “If it’s that valuable, we’ll get it appraised when we get to town and you can made an offer then. For now, Brak needs something.”

Sleipnir recoiled as though struck. “Bob, you can’t give it to that idiot.”

Bob pointed a finger. He saw Piper glance over and shift a bit to free up his hands in case something got out of hand. Even Princess was focused. “That idiot saved your life. And in case you hadn’t noticed, Woodchuck’s dead. My biggest, toughest, meanest meat shield warrior is unarmed and needs something to fight with. If its magical, all the better.”

“Bob,” Sleipnir implored, “this is the signature blade of a Night Elf Champion. There has to be something else we can give him.”

Bob gave the Araneae a harsh, unbending look. “Then you find me something else he can use, pal, and that blade will get all nicely wrapped up and go on the wagon until we
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