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M’Lady’s Band

C.R. Coyne

“Ok wiz make with the hocus-pocus,” I see Deadeye wince at the command, he hates it when the Capt’n calls his magic hocus-pocus.  Next, the man turns right at me and I think, here it comes, “Axes, get your people off their asses and up that left side of the mountain.  Watch your heads there’s a lot of activity up there.  Now move.”  Told ya.

I nod and turn to my happy little band “okay you heard the order get moving.  Sticks you and Haggerty start picking off the witch doctors.  Merrick see what you can do about their command, it’ll be just down from their fighting line.  Watch out for their guards.  The rest of you, skirmish line formation and melee weapons only.”  Merrick’s beautiful eyes flash in eager anticipation and she gives me a single nod pulls out some kind of wicked nasty bladed weapon and disappears.  That woman gives me the creeps, even as I watch that incredible backside move off.  Merrick is gorgeous every man’s wet dream.  That is until you meet her.  She’s cold as a dead fish.  And she already has a lover, killing.

Sticks and his brother Haggerty start fitting arrows to bows and move into the woods above us.  I pull out my hatchet instead of the battle axe as there’s only limited room between trees.  A hatchet?  I hear you ask, how did you think I got my name?  If it’s axe like I use it.  Everyone in the Ragged Band has an assumed name.  You only end up in the band because you’re running from something.  

I start the long climb when I hear a rustling coming from my left and before I can turn around some big bruiser of a goblin jumps and lands right on me.  I roll downhill with the force of the blow.  I keep rolling as he has my arms pinned and I can’t grab anything to stop with.  His hot breath keeps blowing in my face enough to make me want to throw up.  I struggle to get free but this guy is twice my weight.  I look down and see just what I need to break his grip.  I stick my leg out and make us turn left right into an outcrop of rocks timing myself the big goblin hits the rocks full force taking the blow instead of me.  He grunts in pain and his arms loosen just enough for me to bring my hatchet into play.  One quick blow to his left side and he lets go of me and howls in pain.  I stand up fast as I can still dizzy from my ride but not as bad off as my attacker.  He breaks his fall and gets up woozy from losing blood.  Or at any rate, the green stuff that passes for blood in Goblins.  I step in and plant my hatchet in his skull cutting right down to the teeth.  He doesn’t even have time to scream, he just drops dead at my feet.  I yank hard twice but can’t loosen my hatchet from him, “lost another one.”  I think and reach in back and pull out my battle axe.  Fine dwarfish metal with a filigree that would make a berserker cry with envy.    

I arrange my armor and take a breath.  I straighten my tabard and move uphill to catch up with my command.  I climb the steep hillside the sounds of battle and death all around me but I see nothing of it.  It’s a strange feeling to be in battle in fog.  I peer into the mists that swirl and see a dark shape coming at me I brace my feet and get ready when the shape resolves into Sticks who throws up his hands, “easy there elf!  It’s just me.”  I nod and we start to climb together.  “Where’s your brother?”

“Lost him in the fog, it’s a mess up there!  The Goblins are pinned by us from below and by the dwarf Royal Guard up above.  They’re trapped and know it, they’re fighting like hell.”

As we talk I see a black and grey streak go past us, Merrick is plying her trade with ruthless efficiency.  Sticks and I break a line of trees and there before us is the Goblin fighting line, backs all turned to us.  I give a grim smile and tap my boot with my axe while Stick notches his bow and we go to work.  I scream an incoherent battle cry; we elves don’t come with battle cries; and then start up my battle axe.  Arrows fly so fast from Sticks you can hardly see his hands move, he’s almost as fast as any elf.  I take two giant steps and plant my axe in two goblin backs who fall to the ground while their buddies don’t even notice.  I hack down two more when they finally catch on and some goblins turn to face me.  They brandish their stone axes and clubs screaming in anger and charge Sticks and me, but the flint just shatters against my plate.  I swing growing more and more furious with every goblin I drop.  Two try and circle around me to hit from behind but I see them and I back up then lunge at the left-hand ugly and cleave his arm off.  As he rolls in the dust dying I smash down on the other right between shoulder and neck and he dies rather nicely too.

I motion Sticks to move up with me and we reach the crest before the main entrance to the dwarf hold.  I can just glimpse the Royal Guard in line fighting.  Their uncoordinated lunges and stabs are comic to watch.  Almost as funny as how they pour those fat bodies into their armor.  These jokers are rank amateurs who spend most of their time looking tough between snacks.  But we’re here picking up their slack and in a matter of minutes the Goblins lie dead on the ground or dying weltering in their own blood across the whole mountainside.  Out of the mist comes Capt’n and our boss the Lady Widow, that’s not her name but we all call her that or simply M’Lady.  I look over and there’s King Rayburn stroking his beard getting bits of goblin flesh out of it.  He sees the Capt’n and straightens up to look regal, in his case a hard look to pull off, and squares his shoulders.  “Well, you certainly are worth the food and drink Captain Lord Parker.”  Capt’n nods and puts his hand out.

Rayburn looks down and says, “yes payment.  Well, the thing is the Goblins got to the treasury.  We’re still putting the flames out.  Be about a week before we can pay you.  Maybe two...”

“If you think of one moment...” The capt’n starts his face clotted with blood but M’Lady puts a small delicate hand on his arm to restrain what’s coming next.

“Very well my gracious King one week.”  She says with a smile. 

“Maybe two...” 

Rayburn says but M’Lady gives a frosty smile, “one week then we come back.”

Rayburn nods quickly and hustles his fat butt into the underground kingdom his equally fat warriors following.  The huge iron doors slam in our faces and that is that.  Capt’n spits out, “we’ll never get paid!”

M’Lady just looks at him calmly for a moment then says, “oh, we’ll get paid...” If anyone other than my boss said that I wouldn’t believe them.  But you have to know M’Lady to understand my faith.
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We all stretch out next to the fire and I try and rub out the hurt from my sore bones.  Everyone is dejected we just fought almost without let up for a week up and down this hill only to have doors slammed in our faces.  I look around and my command is just sitting with dull eyes staring at dirt.  Merrick fusses with her long hair taking it out of the ponytail and letting it drape around her shoulders, ice white just like the rest of her.  She then dabs some berry juice on her lips gets up and heads to the Captn’s tent.  She’ll be gone all night.  The rest of us have guard duty on M’Lady tonight.  Deadeye throws a stick into the fire and says, “I could cast a withering spell on Rayburn, his death would be...interesting.”

“If only you could...” Sticks says baiting the old wizard who’s too tired to rise to it.
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Capt’n beats my prediction and comes out of his tent with pants on and Merrick next to him and walks over to Deadeye and starts talking to him.  He then turns to me and says “back up Deadeye.”  Then puts his hand on Merrick’s back and they saunter off to his tent.

So, Capt’n isn’t letting any grass grow under his feet regardless of what M’Lady promised.  Deadeye goes past the clearing we’re camped in and comes back an hour later signaling me and the boys to follow him.  I take five including Sticks with me.  We walk for about half an hour with the wiz until we hit the fields of rye and corn the dwarves grow.  Throwing off his cape I have to wince a bit, Deadeye is naked with strange symbols painted in woad all over his body.

Sticks giggles a little and says, “that’s a good look for you.”

Deadeye glares back, “peasant.”  

Our wizard then enters the nearby cornfield where the young stalks are growing eagerly and starts to dance.   His body sways back and forth and then he marches around like a chicken with his head bobbing all the while his arms out stretch he chants in magical mumbo-jumbo.  His eyes glow white I note even the bad one and his words begin to vibrate with power.  Deadeye can cast mighty spells when he’s motivated to do so, with the threat of no magical supplies or wine he has real incentive right now.  I look out over the fields as the power hisses and buzzes from Deadeye leaving his spare frame covered in glowing magic from head to foot.  The power then soaks into the ground sending streamers of blue and green light racing out to touch the far corners of the farmland.

After a moment of this Deadeye looks to the moon and lets its red light touch his hands and then he bows staggering out of the cornfield to fall at my feet.  I’ve been through this before with him, he’s given this ritual everything he has to give and now has nothing left even for walking.  I pick him up and cradle him in my arms and with Sticks and the boys following go back to camp.  I put Deadeye onto his cot he’s already dead away asleep.  As I come back out Sticks pokes his head in to look over Deadeye then says to me, “what he do?”

“How should I know,” I say with a shrug of my shoulders.

“You’re a frickin’ elf!  How could you not know?”

“Contrary to popular belief we’re not all spell slingers.  I never had the talent to mold magic.  So I learned how to use weapons instead.”

“Wow, a non-magical elf,” Sticks says apprising me differently.

“I said I can’t mold magic, I can sense it.  I’m not magic blind.”  I turn away bored with this conversation and
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