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Prologue
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Ccling’s warriors sat in grim silence as they looked at the remains of the torture racks and the chilling sight of two dead goblin brothers and no compensating dead enemies.  What made this failure worse was the accusing stares of Bone Doctor Malki as he sits across from Ccling his accusing eyes boring into Ccling’s own.

“Do you have something you wish to say Malki?  If so, go ahead.  The daggers you stare at me will do nothing.”  Better to bring the conflict to a head now than let it simmer so Malki could gain allies.

“We never should have involved outsiders.”  Malki says cold fury self evident in every word.

“Meaning the trolls?”  Ccling says.

“Yes the trolls.  We have lost the balance of Taq.  Worse!  You have offended the Goddess!  Now we have lost any ability to balance Taq due to your fumbling Ccling,”  Malki says.

Ccling has long lead his people and he knows how to be patient, not a notable trait in goblins.  But Ccling uses it now waiting for Malki to go one step too far.  He does not have to wait long.  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.  They’re one or two around with suffienct Taq.  At least one you lost.”

Ignoring Cclings comment Malki goes on “how do you plan to redress the balance oh wise and noble leader of the Broken Arrow?”  Malki says his disrespect carefully displayed in every word he chooses to use.  Ccling just smiles at his Bone Doctor while placing his hands behind his back.

“Well,” Ccling says slowly “like this!”  Throwing the angry serpent into the face of Malki, who screams in terror as the beast bites him in a determined attack.  The rest of the warriors say nothing.  They’ve seen Cclings nasty tricks before and so had Malki to be sure, he must have been too blinded with anger to see the warning signs.  “We hunt down the wizard and kill him and his party.  No Bone Doctor’s or ritual.  This is now war.”  Ccling says to his men who nod and they gather up their weapons and ready for a night hunt.  There favorite tactic.
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Book Four

An Adventure of the Wizard Makepeace

Raven Coyne

Trina, Erik and Cardos started the lonely walk over the next range and into the following valley.  The party was so reduced that it hardly seemed possible to complete the task.  The beast handler and his animals lost.  Locke was gone.  Garret had disappeared.  And who knows what had happened to the wizard?  But there was no getting around the fact the party was down to half it’s numbers.  Trina had braced herself for loss.  She knew that some of the people she had hired would not come back.  Her father had taught her to accept the price the Ruin Fields would extract from anyone foolish enough to travel in it.  And that thought harden her heart and made her put one boot in front of the other as she felt the tug of the sword down into the next valley.  She was certain she was very close now.  And nothing would now get in her way.
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Garret might have been wounded and even a little fuzzy headed, but nothing was wrong with his skills.  He picked up the trail of what we thought was Trina, Erik, and Cardos within two hours and started tailing them.  The trail was clear and easily read.  They had taken no pains to hide their tracks, which meant the murder had no fear of Garret coming back.  A very foolish mistake, especially given Garret’s current mood.  As we crest of the hill that I had defended Trina from One-Eye, we find a small pile of rags and Garret’s belongings tucked deep inside a large Spirea bush.  That still left me light on weapons, but I had other tools at my command.  And while I was dog tired and desperately in need of sleep I had recovered my ability to cast fully.  And to tell the truth my mood toward the remaining party was not much better than Garret’s.  As we climb the hill Garret catches sight of another set of footprints.  

“Who the hell is that?”  Garret asks to no one in particular.  

But somehow I feel the need to answer “with our luck it’s Locke.”  Garret snorts at that and as we look up I say “You’re dead!”  In shock at the sight of Malcolm Galbraith.

“Actually I feel fine.”  Malcolm shoots back.

Garret looks at the old man and says phlegmatically “Good to see you Malcolm.  Bunch of folks out here are looking for you.”

“Who are your three friends?” I ask looking at the three trolls that stand just behind Malcolm.

“This is Necessary Evil, Renegade and Rebel.”  Malcolm says pointing to each troll, frankly I can’t tell them apart.  All three are tall, dark, and ugly.  All are smaller than Vallic, heavily muscled as is the nature of Troll kind and armed to the teeth.  “They help me with my work.”

“Aaaaannnd, what is your work Malcolm?”  I ask, judging whether Malcolm is all together here or not.

“Wouldn’t you like to know Makepeace!  I had meant to kill you two straight away, but the plans have changed.  Frankly I need your help Makepeace and Garret can come in handy for the great work as well.”

“Good”, I think to myself.  Death was not what I wanted out of the day.  Point at the trolls I offer “surely that ins’t their real names?”

Malcolm shrugs his shoulders and says “They can’t speak and can’t write so I named them.”  Looking at all three, I see nasty jagged scars on their throats.  These three are escaped prisoners of Troll justice, the first part of their punishment carried out but not the last.  There are few laws in troll culture, and only one punishment: your voice taken from you so your screams can’t disturb the audience for your death.  These three managed to avoid that.  What they did could range from murdering family members to cowardice.  

Garret breaks in at this point “Have you seen...” 

But I immediately cut him off “anyone else about?”  And then I give Garret the eye hoping he’ll take my lead.  He does, smart cookie.

“Why?  Were you two with anyone else?”  Malcolm asks with suspicion.

“No, no, no.  Well, yes at one point but they’re all dead.  We were wondering if you’ve seen those who were tracking us?”

“The Ruin Fields are hard lands Makepeace.  Only fools and the insane travel them.” Malcolm says in answer.  And I nod in agreement, judging the two fools that just got captured by Malcolm and Malcolm himself which rounds out the truth of his statement.  Malcolm and his henchmen turn and we all start walking toward the high range.  The walk takes about six hours and we travel over rough country.  Garret begins to outpace Malcolm and his bully boys, but me?  Well I’m a little out of shape for this sort of work and I lag behind.  I use that to slow the pace and begin to use a little wizard sense.  Magic like all things leaves traces of its presents on whatever or in this case whoever it touches.  Malcolm is lousy with magic, it’s like a rainstorm of magic doused him.  Also magic has a price for its use, as do all things, and like all things if you don’t know what you’re doing that price is steep.  Which gives me some clue as to Malcolm’s frame of mind, or maybe lack thereof.  Malcolm grows impatient with me and barks back at me “Keep up Makepeace!  I need you, but that won’t stop me from motivating you.”  I nod my head as I concentrate my energy on climbing.

Garret realizing I am falling behind for a reason turns and heads downhill to me and falls in step with me.  Speaking in sign to me “he hasn’t found Trina.  Any ideas what his doing here?”

I sign back “It has something to do with magic.”

“Malcolm is no wizard.”  

I look right at Garret and sign “that’s the point.”

Finally we reach the base of one of the four tall mountains that make up the ‘high range’ the four tallest mountains in the Forlorn Mountains.  These four are worshipped by trolls as sacred.  As we enter the grounds of the high range I am overwhelmed with a sense of powerful magic.  I can’t locate the source but it has the taste and feel of the magic that clings to Malcolm.  We enter a high valley with caves set into the rock cliffs that surround the valley, the soft yellow glow at the mouth of many caves shows these are occupied by Malcolm and his silent friends.  But there are so many caves that I can’t believe that he and his thugs need so many.  Turns out, unfortunately, that I’m right.  Goblins, trolls, and even a few elves and dwarves drift out of caves to have a look at the new arrivals.  There is not one of the lookie-loo’s that doesn’t have the stench of being a convict from someone’s society written all over them.  Some bear the remains of manacles on their arms, legs or neck.  Some are branded on their cheek or forehead.  Some have jagged scars or are missing hands, ears, or eyes.  This place is the very definition of ‘den of thieves!’ 

“Quite a nice community you’ve got going here Malcolm.”  I say and he turns to look at me “You start all this?”

Malcolm looks me up and down assessing how much he’s willing to say to a confirmed smart ass “This place is called ‘Freedom’ and yes I did start this place.  And I rule it wizard.  Everyone you see here I have rescued from certain death at the evil hands of their own kind.  All are dedicated to the great work.”

“I see” I answer.

Garret looks me up and down the same way Malcolm is doing and quips “Can you?”  And I shush him.

“And what is the great work Malcolm if I may know?”

“You may, in time.  But first let us talk about your status here.  Both you and Garret are free to roam this place speak to whomever you like, visit the brothel if you wish, but you may not leave.  Set one toe outside the valley and you die.”

Garret harrumphs at that.  And with good reason, there isn’t anyone in the place that can take on let alone track Garret.  But, and this is a very big but in my mind, I need Garret here.  

I pop off with “and they call this place ‘freedom’ Garret.”

“Anaxsis, take these two to their quarters.”  Malcolm commands and a hard looking elf maiden detaches herself from the crowd and signals us to follow her.  I always have fantasies about elf girls, well in truth only one, and this bitch doesn’t fit the picture.  Her left eye is missing a sure sign she failed in her watch duties.  She might have been pretty in fact beautiful once, but a hard life and the missing eye have robbed her of her looks.  Her long white hair lies in tangled, matted strings down her back and she walks with a limp.  Garret and I follow her and she finds us an unoccupied cave with a small hearth and some sleeping skins.  

“You’ll find food over there in the community room.”  She says to me.

“Cave,” I correct her.

With sneer she leaves us.  Garret starts to laughs “You do have a way with women Makepeace.  It’s terrible, but a way.”

I sit down and look at Garret.  “I need you to stay Garret.”  Garret begins to object but I say “Please Garret I can’t do this alone.  There is more at stake here than just our freedom or lives.  This place is
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