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I work my across town to the residence of one Monsieur Rabald, a co-professional; after a fashion; to go collect information.  Rabald lives in The Terrace, the most exclusive part of Thunder Keep right at the foot of the prominence that the castle sits on.  You have to have two things to live in the Terrace, money and more money.  Rabald has both.  His father made a killing selling adventurers second-rate equipment at inflated prices.  Most of his clientele never made it back out of the Ruin Fields to complain about the shoddy merchandise.  Rabald keeps up the family tradition in his own way.  A thoroughgoing snake and wastrel Rabald spends his time learning other people’s secrets and making use of them.  I reach the door and the footman answers disdainfully sniffing at my presence.

“The Master is out and will not be back until after nightfall.”  The footman says.  Good safe dodge as the Terrace is sealed off from the rest of the city by the inner curtain wall whose gates are closed at sunset.  The fact I can hear Rabald talking in the next room did not seem to occur to the footman.  

I smile gently and lift up a crown and flash the glittering gold coin in his eyes.  “I think he’s in don’t you?”

“Do you seriously believe a crown makes a sufficient bribe to get past me?”  He asks.

I smile even more broadly, “No, I seriously believe that this spell is putting you into a trance, rendering you unable to resist my commands.  Now let me in, and announce me to your master.”  The officious little man steps aside stiffly trying to fight my command and unable to do so bows and lets me through the door.  Turning he takes me to the august presence of Rabald, who’s giving a reading of his latest epic poem.  Rabald sees me come in and the smile on his face fades and his eyes flash anger at the footman.  

Putting the book down he says “Excuse me please,” to his guests, and walks over to me.  “What are you doing here Makepeace?  I’m in the middle of my reading.  Everyone who’s anyone is here.  And that does not include you.”

“Tell that to over sixty percent of this berg’s population.”  I say and then I get serious “I need information.”

“How about we make an appointment for tomorrow?  I have my audience enraptured with my poem The Naked Virgin.  You know how that spell works, I’m running short on time.  And I want to finish.”  I snort at that, the audience is enraptured with Rabald’s money and nothing else.

“How about I start telling well-placed people, well-placed truths, and lies about your abilities?  Or more accurately lack of abilities in all things magical?”  Rabald couldn’t cast a spell if his life depended on it.  So to keep the act up he hires me to make magical items and whatnots for him.  It’s a good source of cash, I charge three times what the items really cost.  Hey, you’re gonna be a fraud?  You pay.

Swallowing hard Rabald nods his assent and walks over to the crowd.  “I’ll be just a few minutes folks.  Please help yourself to refreshments.”  Walking back Rabald grabs my arm and leads me to his study.  Once in he plants me in a chair and says “What do you want?”

“Tell me everything you know about the new Galbraith expedition.”  

“There is no ‘new’ Galbraith expedition.”  Rabald fires back and now I’m sure he knows many interesting things.

“Enraptured huh?  How about we just test that little assertion?”  I say and I start to get up.

“Alright, alright!” Rabald says “Galbraith’s daughter has been rattling cages all over the town pulling together some kind of rescue mission.  She hired you for five hundred I hear, feeling guilty?”  Rabald says with a wicked grin.

“It was fifteen hundred and no, not particularly.  Go on.”  I answer.

“She’s been spending money like water, she’s hired Garret as tracker, Garret!  Man, that takes the gold.  Also, she signed Leif Cardose.  There’s about seven of you heading out.  She’s bought enough equipment for twenty so she’s intending to stay out awhile.”

“She buying anything from you?”  I ask.

“She’s too smart for that.”  Rabald says with a big grin, as I get up to leave he puts his hand on my arm “Odd thing about all this Makepeace.  She’s only hiring people who had something to do with her father.  No new blood.”

“One last Rabald.”  I ask as he leads me to the door “You know anything worth money to you?”  I ask and start fishing around my cloak pockets for my coin, just in case.

“Save your magic, Makepeace.  No, there is nothing worth selling to anyone about this trip.  The man was her father and she wants to know what happened.  So what’s to sell?  I will say this, she has spies all over the town scouring information.  But you already knew that.”  In fact, I did not know that, but I nod sagely and let it slide by.  Rabald then goes on “and other than the fact a few more people are waking up dead in the last few days nothing is worth knowing.”

“Anyone important in any way?”  I ask looking for a connection. 

“Naw, just adventurer riff-raff.”

Wizard Rules

Book Two

An Adventure of the Wizard Makepeace

Raven Coyne

The early morning sun was barely sufficient to see your hand in front of your face, nor enough to warm up the air when the party collects at the north gate of Thunder Keep to start out.  It’s traditional for the leader of the expedition to give a few words as to the goal and the ground rules, and Trina Galbraith doesn’t disappoint.

“Alright, you all know the meaning of the trip.  To discover the fate of my father’s last expedition.  Let’s get a few ground rules clear right off.  One: I’m in charge.  Anyone wants to dispute that say so now.  Two: I learned my craft from my father, so you already understand how things will run.  No unacceptable risks will be taken.  Finally we will stay out until I get some answers.”

As I listen I feel Erik Half-Hand move up to me and stand quietly as we listen together.  The little pep talk over we start to haul up our gear and start to depart.  As I lift up my pack Erik stops me and asks “Why’d you do it?  What did she mean to you?”

Confused I look at Erik blankly.

“The whore Makepeace.”

“What whore? What are you talking about?”

“At the Drinker’s End.  The little red head was found dead.  Why’d you kill her?”  Erik says and I can see the fury building in him.

“Erik you saw everything I did while I was with you.  I did not kill anyone.  And had no reason to do so.”  

“Somebody killed her.”

“Somebody may have.  But it was not me.  Erik, whore’s do end up dead at times.  It’s not right, it just is.  Maybe it’s not murder.  She was out cold along with the other one when I found you not everyone can drink the way you can.”

Erik nods his head convinced and smiles while saying “sorry Makepeace I just...well I liked Trisha.”  I pat his arm and we get moving along with everyone else.  Generally when a party starts out on an expedition to the Ruin Fields no one bothers to give a send off.  What’s the point?  Most likely the brave heroes will not return.  But everyone in Thunder Keep knew about our trip and many decided to watch the condemned take their first steps toward death.  Maybe I’m being too cynical.  Maybe the townsfolk wanted to see an all star team.  Or maybe they just want to scout the field before the betting on who’ll survive started.  There were some high profile names in this particular party.  And everyone knew why this party was going out.  This time it wasn’t greed that was motivating the adventurers.  I saw the salt and pepper hair which reaches his waist of Garret up ahead getting ready to scout the land ahead of us.  Leif Cardose was walking with Trina Galbraith talking over the first days travel.  As the sky brightens I can see Callik Locke, the best elf assassin in the business walking just behind the rest.  To my left is a small young man with intense blue eyes, the beast handler.  I didn’t know his name but I figure I learn it sooner or later.  He’s string of ponies follow obediently at his side.  On top one of the ponies are small animals in cages used by the Beast Handler for scouting purposes.  I have to hand it to Trina Galbraith she learned well from her father.

The first few days were uneventful as we worked our way toward the Forlorn Mountain range and then headed toward the low lands that lay at their feet, better known as the Ruin Fields.  Of course many well outfitted and prepared expeditions have gone out and not come back from the Ruin Fields.  But I felt this party had a better than a fifty, fifty chance of getting out, finding what we were looking for, and getting back.  Garret spent most of his time ahead of us scouting a clear path.  After the third day of travel as we started to bed down Garret ran into camp and right up to Trina his face flushed and sweat pouring off his brow.  Trina looked shocked at what he had to say, I was too far away to hear it.  But I understood the urgency of his report and like everyone else in the party I pulled myself awake and ready for action.  Trina motioned to Garret who turned to us all and says in his deep basso voice “We’re being tracked by Goblins.  I expect they’ll attack before first light tomorrow.  They have Bone Doctors with them.”  That last caught everyone’s attention.  Bone Doctors were Goblin torturers, their religion was based on torture, the longer the subject suffered and the greater the mutilation the better Bone Doctor gods liked it.  Adventurers often kill themselves rather than face Bone Doctors when all else is hopeless.  Just as Garret finishes a small arrow lands at his feet and we realize the Goblins are already here and had let Garret come in to have us all together for the attack.  After the first arrow a hail of deadly missiles start peppering the ground around us.  The Goblins will try their best to capture rather than kill the party outright and that gives us an edge.  We’re motivated to kill only.  Erik lands right next to me and we look at each other in confusion.

“Where the hell did they come from?  Goblins are mountain dwellers they’re not supposed to be down here!”  He says to me.

I shrug my shoulders thinking the question immaterial at the moment.  I ask my question back at Erik “How the hell did they find us?”  Which is again immaterial to the current problem but maybe more important.  As I ask, the goblin warriors charge the camp their lithe little green bodies starting to fly around us in a swirl of arrows and clubs.  Two of the warriors go down by their comrade’s arrows hitting them.  I start to chant and feel the power of the Black Crystal Magic start to fill my hands and wait the second or two for the power to reach it’s full potential and I stand up and release my left hand into the face of a goblin who was lining up on clubbing me.  A blue-black fire envelopes his entire body as he dies screaming.  I next see a goblin trying to take Garret’s head off and I blast it in the back.  With my spells expended I kneel down and look at the plants surrounding my bed roll.  Being magical I tend to gravitate to magical plants often without any serious contemplation on my part, and mostly none on the plant’s part.  Sure enough I see pennywort matting the ground and I pull a few of the round leaves and small white flowers and start to chant a new spell.  My breath becomes silver and sparkles in small sparks and I blow on the pennywort leafs which wilt and dry turning black in my hand.  I crush the remains in my left hand and start another chant.  The rest of party, other than me, start to fight in a circle shoulder to shoulder.  I’m too far away to make that protective screen and so continue with my spell while the Goblins try and divide their attention between me and the rest of the party.  I concentrate my mind on what resides in my fist trying to blot out any thoughts of the nasty little creatures descending on me.  As I chant a cloud forms in a circle around me and begins to glow with an internal silver light that makes it look as though I tore the Moon
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