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Greetings, Most Honored
Paladin,

From Dref Ceffel, Bishop
of Chastity,

Member of the Holy
Council;

 


Following the skillful
success of your expedition to the Fertile Plain, resulting in the
vanquishment of the evil spirit and his dreadful ogre lieutenant,
the Holy Council has meditated on your next assignment, and, after
extensive prayer and consideration, we have decided, through the
grace of God, that you should, with the same courage and fortitude
that you have displayed in all your endeavors, journey back to the
continent, that same den of evil and iniquity you just departed,
and make your way, with care and discretion, to the County of
Dunn.

There you shall, with
bravery and initiative, disperse the ring of banditry that has
enthralled the region so that peaceful travelers and merchants
shall once more be able to traverse the roads of Dunn County. Not
only will this strike a tremendous blow in the Holy War against the
Dark Tides by displaying the strength and vigor of the Church to
the common folk of the continent, it will also restore the steady
supply of fine iron ore that used to flow through the trade routes
of the County.

Unfortunately, I find my
time entirely consumed by the affairs of the Holy Council, and
cannot grant you an audience to provide you with further
information. If you should have questions, you should find answers
in my agent, Ralph Betternot. You will find him, if you look, just
like last time, in The Broken Limb, a rough but goodhearted inn. Go
now with my blessing and win another great victory for the Holy
Council,

 


Dref Ceffel

Bishop of Chastity

M.H.C.

 


James set the letter down on
the table and looked at the stocky barbarian lounging across from
him.

"We literally just got back
a week ago." Wain protested, "I've met a barmaid down at the
Sloshing Skull, cute little redhead. I can't go dashing off to the
continent now!"

"Duty calls." Sir James
sighed, "It has actually only been six days. I was to lead Vespers
this weekend."

"Who does the old Bish think
he is?" Wain stood up, even standing he was only a head taller than
the seated paladin, "He can't just send us constantly scampering
off around the world willy nilly every second of the day."

"Well, actually Wain," Sir
James bowed his head, "He can."

"I haven't even had time to
sharpen my sword." Wain paced around the room, "Not to mention, my
bleeding leg was cut off! I deserve some rest time for that!"

"Your leg is entirely
healed." Sir James said, "I know, because I was there."

"Yes, you re-attached it
miraculously well." Wain agreed, "But there is still the emotional
trauma."

"Well, you can stay here and
come to grips with it." Sir James proposed, "While I go to The
Broken Limb to gather some more information."

"Now now." Wain whirled
around, "Let's not be hasty. The Broken Limb is a rough joint. As
your bodyguard, it would be best if I went with you."

"I thought so." Sir James
rose and walked to the door, "But I was concerned for your
emotional trauma."

"Beer is the best medicine."
Wain grinned and followed him.

It did not take them long to
walk down to the Dock Quarter, where The Broken Limb was located on
the street of Carters. Wain walked through the door first, brushing
past the local toughs like they were butterflies. It did not take
him long to find a clear table for them to sit at while James
struggled through the crowd.

A scratchy looking barmaid
brought three mugs of dark ale to the table as Sir James arrived. A
short moment later, Ralph Betternot slid onto the bench across from
them and lifted the third mug.

"Cheers." He drank deeply,
then brushed the foam from his mustache.

"Say, did you have a
mustache the last time we met?"

"No." Ralph shook his head,
"Only the last month or so. At first I wasn't sure about the whole
thing, but it's been growing on me."

"Literally, eh?" Wain
snorted.

"Ahem." James tried to hide
his smile, "What can you tell us about County Dunn?"

"Is that where the Bish has
you going next?" Ralph scowled, "Better you than me, I guess."

"What's that supposed to
mean?"

"Aside from the fact that it
is a rough place with a lot of weird stuff going on, not a thing."
Ralph grinned, "Although it is a drab bit of country. Very brown
and desert like."

"How's the women?"

"Wain, be quiet." Sir James
looked at Ralph, "We are not going to take in the sights. The
Church needs us to liberate the County from bandits. So what can
you tell us about the bandits?"

"Bandits, right." Ralph
drummed his fingers on the table, "They're a pretty powerful band.
Some twenty or thirty of them as far as we know. They're well
armed, alert, and very organized."

"Stinks." Wain muttered.

"You mean the situation or
the bandits?" Ralph asked, "Well, they both do, so it doesn't
matter, I suppose."

"You say they are organized.
That implies they have a leader."

"Right you are, Sir James.
Their leader is a career soldier of fortune type named John White.
He's cunning, very sharp. Has a head on his shoulders and plays the
long game. We first started keeping tabs on him when he linked up
with Jack Black, a regular devil spawn if there ever was one. Some
kind of magician we think. Between the two of them they were able
to raise a band of men and build a fort just off the trade road
running through Dunn. Now they claim to protect the merchants
traveling through, after charging a rather steep tax, of
course."

"So what is his long
game?"

"It appears that he wants to
style himself as the Baron of Dunn. I would have picked a more
inspiring name myself, but that's his problem. He maintains fairly
regular patrols along the road and periodically sends bands off
into the wilderness."

"Why would he do that?"

"Boredom." Grunted Wain.

"Various nefarious
purposes." Grunted Ralph.

"So you don't really know?"
pressed Sir James.

"Well." Ralph ran a hand
through his hair, "He tells merchants that he is harrying an orcish
army that is planning to sweep through the area. But that's almost
certainly propaganda. The merchants haven't seen the slightest sign
of an orc anywhere near Dunn."

"Interesting." James rubbed
his chin.

"Very interesting." Wain
mimicked him.

Ralph stared.

"You two don't seem overly
concerned."

"About what?"

"Thirty mercenaries and an
evil magician, that's what!"

"Magicians, pah." Wain waved
his hand, "Their heads come off easy."

"I think what he means is
that we are fairly comfortable dealing with evil magicians and
mercenaries. They are kind of our specialty." James explained.

"Yeah, but there are thirty
of them and only two of you!"

"I've never been much good
at math." Wain thumped his mug on the table, "Are we done yet?"

Ralph stared silently at
them for a second.

"I brought a couple of maps
you might find useful. You'll be sailing to the continent tomorrow
morning. Here are your tickets."

He paused and stared
thoughtfully at them again, fingers drumming the table.

"What? Did I sprout a second
head or something?" Wain snapped.

"You two are either
incredibly talented or incredibly dumb."

"Uh, thanks. I think."

"Thanks for the beer.
Laters." Ralph slid out of the booth and vanished into the
crowd.

"What a weirdo." Wain
thumped his mug again.

"You can not be drinking
another one!"

"You bet your paladin
panties I can! It might be the last chance too have a beer I
get!"

"Well, fine," Sir James
stood up,"I am going to go get packed and everything. We leave at
dawn, don't forget."

"You worry too much." Wain
laughed as he headed for the bar.

Sir James sighed and made
his way home to pack his bags.

#

A few days later, the
sea-sick paladin and his barbarian compatriot staggered off of the
ship that brought them to the continent. They had put ashore in
Sisal, a seaside town that was beginning to look more and more
familiar. They collected provisions for their trip and set out
along the Dunn trade road.

It was only a few days ride,
and soon the land about them began to grow dry and arid. The wide
sweeping coastal plains began to rise and roll. Midday on the third
day the road carried them through a gap in a line of low hills.

"Well, according to this
map, this is the boundary line of County Dunn." Sir James rolled
the parchment and tucked it back under his cloak. The weather was
cool and crisp and the air lacked the dampness that prevailed in
the islands.

"Sentries, on that hill."
Wain looked to the southern peak.

"So White will know of our
arrival. Betternot claims his fort is in the south of the county, a
full days ride from here. Would he keep a company of men at this
end?" Sir James peered at the hill as he urged Doubting Thomas, his
shaggy pony, onwards, "I do not see any sentries."

"You were looking at the
paper. They ducked below the ridge line. Two of them."

"There is a well deeper
inside the county. We will camp there and figure out our plan."

"They might attack us
there."

"God will look after us."
Sir James brushed aside the concern.

"I hope they attack us."
Wain grunted, "Planning gives me a headache."

They rode the rest of the
afternoon, but saw no sign of further sentries or brigands for that
matter. Apparently White was good at discouraging other bandits
from poaching on his territory. As the sun began to reach the
horizon ahead of them, bathing the hills in red light and deep
shadows, they reached the well marked on the map.

It was a simple square built
of rough stone. A wooden frame supported the decaying roof and a
rope hung down, presumably attached to a bucket for drawing the
water. Someone had rammed a spear into the earth between the road
and the well and mounted a skull on top of it. In addition to the
ominous atmosphere created by the warning, Sir James felt his
danger sense alerting him. Something was not right here.

"Cheery place." Wain
chuckled, "Reminds me of home."

"Do you suppose the water is
poisoned?"

"Maybe I won't drink from
it."

"There is something wrong.
We will camp on the other side of the road."

"Oh, did the wee skull scare
the brave paladin?"

"It is a trifle unsettling.
But there is something else. I cannot quite put my finger on it,
but something is evil about this well."

"Uh huh." Wain shrugged.
James was always having nervous feelings about places, especially
once they started forth on an adventure."Whatever you say. I'm
going to get a fire going before we lose the last sunlight."

Wain worked on the fire and
James started breaking out some of their provisions for the evening
meal. It took him longer than usual, because he frequently stopped
to watch the well across the road, but finally the fire was burning
cheerfully and they feasted on toasted bread and cheese.

"I will take first watch
tonight." James swallowed before he spoke. "Tomorrow we will scout
the fort and see exactly what we are dealing with."

"Brigands." Wain snorted,
"We'll have to kill them."

"I hope not. There are a lot
of them after all. It would be better if we could talk them down.
Convert them or something. Perhaps they are enthralled by their
sorcerer."

"Do you think he'll shoot
fire from his stick."

"I do not know." Sir James
admitted, "The Church has forbidden study of runes and
sorcery."

"Huh. Well, the last one was
easy enough. You distract him and I'll shoot him."

"We can hope it will be that
simple." James felt his sense of impending doom growing
stronger.

The last vestiges of
twilight faded from the sky.

"Wake me when it's my turn
for watch." Wain started to get into his bedroll.

The sense of danger exploded
in James head like a meteor. The ponies reared and whinnied with
fear. The previously still night howled with a sudden wind.

"Arm yourself!" Cried James,
"We are under attack!"

Wain looked around
desperately, trying to identify the source of the rising panic in
his chest. It reminded him of when they had fought the vampires,
but there were no vampires here. At least, there were not supposed
to be any. But it was too dark, the little light from the new moon
was no use and the stocky barbarian could not spot any foe men. He
ran to calm the ponies.

Sir James drew his sword and
fire blazed along the length of the blade. Its flickering flames
cast a dim light about him but, like his friend, he could not find
the attacker. A black lance sank into the ground, right by his
boot, missing him by a hair's breadth. A dark spirit perhaps? He
prayed for light.

Wain did not know who or
what was attacking them. But he did know they had been completely
surprised and he was going to get them out of there. He pulled
himself onto his pony and grabbed the bridle of Sir James.

Something struck the pack
pony and it screamed, falling to the ground and flailing its
hooves. Wain ignored it and goaded his pony towards the burning
blade that his friend carried. Then brilliant white light exploded
over the scene like a lightning flash, and there was a horrible
rattling scream. The ponies seemed to calm a little and Wain guided
them over to Sir James.

"Did you kill them?"

"I do not think so." Sir
James was looking everywhere at once, "Just drove it away. A dark
spirit of some kind."

"It killed the pack pony.
Think it will come back tonight?"

"Probably." Sir James
growled, "I am not very eager to go hunting it in the dark. There
is a forest, a few miles to the northeast. Let us head that
way."

"Dark spirits don't like
forests?"

"No." Said James, "But I
felt its presence lingering every since we got close to that well.
What do you think the skull was a warning of? Hopefully I stung it
enough that it will be content with the thought of driving us
away."

"I never thought I'd see you
leave evil alive."

"I am not." James glared,
"We will just come back in the daylight and kill it then. It will
be weaker."

"Right you are, oh captain."
Wain handed him the reins to Doubting Thomas. "I'll just pack
up."

"Make it quick." Sir James
followed his own advice and they were riding for the forest within
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