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The Tower of the Magus

By Troy Young

Bineshiwabe was alive.  She should not have been.

She sought to slow her erratic breathing, realizing that if she didn’t, she’d expose her position.  Her chest heaved as she pressed her back against the warm stone behind her. 

The fire spell the Magus cast caught them by surprise.  She and Imdar had no warning he was there.  Caborx had not made it this far; his body lay in the vestibule, having succumbed to a trap at the front door. 

This misadventure had been Caborx’s idea.  Bineshiwabe had met him in the warrens of the ancient cavern under Dewar, better known as Vagabond Town.  It was the home of thieves and other unsavoury types. He assured her Zeimdal Tower was vacant and free for the picking.  The Magus was out of the city.  His intelligence had been incorrect.

A mirror of remarkable power was within Zeimdal Tower. This mirror allowed its user to see wherever they wished and hear any conversations at the location.  “I’ve got a merchant who will pay a fortune to own such an item,” Caborx had told her.  “It’s just a simple matter of entering the Tower while the Magus is abroad.”

Not so simple, she thought.  She’d preferred to climb the outside of the Tower, but Imdar, with his heavy armour, was not equal to the task.  Bineshiwabe glanced over at his charred remains, the stench of scorched flesh, sinew and rendered fat hanging heavy in the air.  That armour had not helped him as the wave of flame washed over them.  How she evaded it, she didn’t know.

“Little bird, I know you’re here,” hissed the sibilant tones of the Magus.  “I can sense you, thief.  Or, more accurately, would-be thief.  You and your associates were careless; you tripped my alarms as soon as you entered the walled garden. Zeimdal Tower is not a place for amateurs unless they wish to die.  You will perish for your insolence. I will find you.”

Bineshiwabe glanced at the door they entered from. She’d never be able to make it.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  The adrenaline coursing through her made it challenging to think.  If she was to survive this encounter, she needed to calm herself and assess her plight.

Hopefully, the Magus will continue to talk, she thought.  Most Magi were proud and arrogant, detached from and above other lesser beings unable to wield magic. He’d want to terrorize her with his words, torture her psychologically while he stalked her.  It was a game for him.  He may have spread the rumour he was away to catch flies in his web.  Toying with thieves was a fetish.

Whatever the reason, it didn’t change her predicament.  The Magus would kill her before she reached the exit.  If she remained where she was, he’d discover her.  She dared not poke her head up to look at him, lest she give away her location and speed up her doom.

“You are not the first to gain entry to my tower.”  The voice had moved; it was now to her left.  “Many have tried and failed to steal my treasures.  My wards and traps are sufficient for most interlopers.  But occasionally, I get invaders who inspire a more personal touch.  It keeps me sharp.   What other opportunity do I have to cast a flame wave spell? You didn’t even get past the front door.  The trap I placed there was an obvious one and easily bypassed.  I intend to give false confidence that my Tower is an easy score.  It has never killed an intruder before today.  Pathetic.”

Caborx had lied to her.  He’d boasted he was the Prince of Thieves, a footpad without peer.  While she presumed he exaggerated his prowess, she figured he’d at least be competent.  The lies she trusted would cause her death.

You’ll die if you keep thinking this way, she thought.  She was a survivor, if nothing else.  

Vagabond Town was not for the faint of heart. She survived there and in her woodland home against war between the clans, through bouts of famine and wild predators. Survived when captured by slavers and chained in the bowels of a ship. 

✽✽✽

The stink of sweat and death permeated the hold of the slave ship.  Many of her people died below decks.  The old and the young succumbed first in the cramped quarters, the lack of decent food and water contributing to their demise.  Dysentery was widespread, and the floors were slick with vomit and excrement.  The slavers did a regular check, disposing of the bodies who perished in the interim and made an early start on those unlikely to last until their next pass.  It was hell in that hold.

Her first sign that freedom might be within her grasp was the frantic yells above deck.  Dim sunlight filtered in through the cracks of the rough fitted deck boards. Bineshiwabe strained to see what transpired, but her chains prevented her from getting to the gaps where she could watch.  The shrieks and the pounding footsteps echoed above her.  Then the ship lurched hard to port, knocking many in the hold off their feet.  With a snap, the mainsail unfurled, and the ship plunged into the waves.  The slavers clustered on the starboard side, bowstrings snapping as the tension of bows released deadly missiles.  Dull thuds followed, and angry screams as the unseen menace returned a volley of arrows. 

In the hold, the captives wailed, pounding their feet and producing as much noise as possible.  A few of the more robust men, those who had weathered the ill-treatment and conditions of the craft, worked at the massive metal rings pounded into the ribs of the vessel holding their chains in place.  Their efforts proved futile, but the attempt to seize control of their destiny from the clutches of the slavers drove them forward.

The ship lurched, and a heavy barbed metal spear smashed a hole in the side, impaling a man.  His eye bulged in disbelief, and he ineffectively pushed at it with his hand.  Before his legs collapsed under him, the chain affixed to the harpoon pulled tight, slamming his body hard against the hull, blocking the hole as the barbs of the head bit into the wood. His body hung, transfixed by the harpoon.  His convulsions lessened, and his blood mixed with the salt water sloshing in the hold. The boards of the ship strained but held fast.  In other parts of the ship, out of sight, similar missiles penetrated, heralded by shudders throughout the vessel and cries from the startled and injured prisoners.

Forward momentum slowed.  More arrows struck the deck and slavers. Something warm and wet dripped onto her face.  A drop of blood lingered in a crack in the floorboards before releasing.  Drips continued to appear and fall, forming a light shower of lifeblood.

The curses and yells repeated somewhere unseen.  One last massive shiver shook the ship as something slammed into it. The cacophony of clashing steel and the grunts of pain soon drowned out all other sounds.

The battle was brutal and brief.  Whoever had stormed the ship overwhelmed the slavers.  The rain of blood intensified.

“Clear these decks of this filth, and release the wretched souls below from their bonds,” came a powerful, booming voice.

They followed the orders with practiced efficiency.  She could hear bodies being shifted and picked up from the deck, accompanied by a splash as they hit the water.  Men entered the hold, stout axes in their hands.  The prisoners balked at first and drew back in fear. When the first man swung his axe hard against the metal rings holding their chains in check, freeing them from their confinement, the captives cheered.  Other hands guided them up the stairs and out onto the deck.

The sunlight was harsh after weeks in the dark hold.  The deck was awash with blood and the few bodies that remained.  Those of the attackers they returned to the large vessel lashed to the slave ship.  Men searched for any still alive.  They dispatched slavers while collecting their wounded comrades.

One man stood apart, regarding the scene.  His long flowing red hair framed a dour but handsome bearded face.  Clad in a heavy leather breastplate with metal studs riveted into it, he’d strapped a greatsword on his back.  An aura of nobility hung on him.  This aura marked him distinct from the rest of his crew.

The warrior with the greatsword spoke when the hold below had disgorged its occupants.  “You are free,” he said in the voice from earlier.  “We will ground the vessel near the city of Dewar.  May whatever aspect of the One True God you pray to grant you guidance from there.” He turned and crossed back to his ship and went below deck.

Sailors from the other ship readied the slave ship to get underway.  They went below and disengaged the harpoons securing the ships together and made hasty repairs, nailing boards over the damage the harpoons caused. They enlisted liberated slaves to help sail the vessel.  Soon they hoisted the sails, and the ship was again moving under the vigilant gaze of their saviours, who followed in the other craft.

After two hours under sail, a coastline came into view.  The ships turned and headed for it. Soon the slim towers and outer wall of a city on a cliff appeared.  A sandy beach stretched out for a mile in both directions from the city.  As the city became sharper, other details became noticeable.  There was a cluster of burnt husks of sailing vessels along the shore, seven of them; given their condition and proximity to each other, it was impossible to say with certainty.  Beyond the remains, a cave mouth in the bluff below the city beckoned.

“Brace yourselves,” came a warning from the pilot.  They struck the sails; the forward momentum of the ship drove them towards the shore.  With a sickening crunch and a shiver, the vessel came to an abrupt halt as its prow made a deep furrow into the sand.  The craft listed but halted. The deck beneath them pitched on an angle.

“Everyone off the ship.  We mean to set fire to it, to prevent it from ever being employed again to trade in death and slavery.”  The sailors guided the now freed captives to the sand.  With a glance over the water towards the ship that followed them, Bineshiwabe saw a dinghy in the water, the swordsman standing in the bow watching them.

“Where are we to go?” she inquired of the pilot as they ushered the others off the vessel.

“Go wherever you will; you are free,” said the pilot with a glance at her.

“But are we?  Most of the slaves do not speak the Trade Tongue.  They cannot find their way.”  Bineshiwabe was one of the lucky ones; she had learned the Trade Tongue, the universal language, at a young age and was as fluent in it as her native tongue.

“We cannot assist you there.  Your fates are in the hands of the One True God.  We have delivered to you your freedom; it is up to you and them to determine what comes next for you.”

“That man, with the enormous sword.  Who is he?” she asked, pointing.

“Sir Kendrick, Knight of the King’s Guard of Grandis.  It is his commission to free these waters of slavers.”

“Why not return us to our lands then?”

“If we do that, more slave ships will slip through our cordon.  Sir Kendrick has ordered us back to the sea lane as soon as we can stop more of this filth.  And as you can see,” he said, as he swept his hand across the beach, pointing to the skeletal remnants of the other vessels. “We have been prolific in fulfilling his duty.  Hurry now; we must destroy the ship and return to open waters.”

Bineshiwabe was the last captive remaining.  She went over the edge, dropping into the shallow surf. Kneeling, she washed the blood from her body and waded the remaining feet to dry land.  The others assembled in groups and headed in different directions, unsure where to go.  Some headed in alternate directions along the coast, while others ran towards the bluffs, searching for a path to the city above them.  A few made their way towards the cave opening. 

She lingered behind on her own.  Flames consumed the ship. The sailors made ready another dinghy and shoved off into the ocean, heading towards Sir Kendrick.  Bineshiwabe watched as the fire reduced the vessel to charred remains.  She noted the other vessel underway and shrinking back into the sea.

Now alone on the beach, she considered her options.  She did not know where the beach led, so she concluded it was folly.  Those who struggled to find a path up the cliffs abandoned their efforts.  They either marched along the sand or headed to the cave.  The cave was beneath the city, and Bineshiwabe believed the best chance to enter the city was there.  She headed towards it.

As she entered the cavern, she expected the interior to be in darkness.  This was not the case.  It wasn’t a cave, but an extension of the city above her.  Dilapidated structures formed a warren of irregular streets.  The lit lanterns created a lurid red glow, with sizeable fires built on metal platforms thrust out from the roofs of odd buildings added to the gleam and belched smoke throughout the cavern.  It was like stepping into hell. 

“Ah, fresh meat,” said a voice off to her left.  She spun to confront its owner, who emerged from the shadows.  He was young but haggard.  His sallow skin from living underground gave him a sickened countenance, and he had a three-day growth of beard.  His hair hung in greasy streams; it may have been brown, but in the dim light, it shone black.  He spit on the ground as he moved forward and hooked his thumbs into his belt.  “You and the other savages came from the boat that ran aground.”

Bineshiwabe bristled at the savage comment.  The citizens of the east often referred to her people as savages, even though she came from a sophisticated civilization with extensive trade networks amongst the clans of her folk.  They might not erect grand cities of stone, but that did not make them barbarians. “I arrived on that ship, yes.”

“Then you require an ally.  Let me be that friend.  My name is Caborx, and welcome to Vagabond Town.” He bowed with a flourish and swept his hand to show the cavern.

“I don’t mean to remain here.  I wish to get up to the city above us.  Dewar, I believe they call it.”

“Good luck with that.  The Elders maintain a tight watch on who enters the city. Especially your kind.  They resent your slave ships keep getting grounded on the beach.  The governing body above has raised the issue with the emissary from the Kingdom of Grandis, but more keep appearing.  They don’t want undesirables up there.”

“I am an undesirable, am I?”

“You’re in sympathetic company.  I, too, am considered an undesirable, as are all the citizens of Vagabond Town.  Anyone that doesn’t fit into their ideals gets shunted here.  They guard our entrances and the outer gates to the city.  They allow only those they choose.  Unless you have alternate ways into the city.”  He offered her a sly smile.

“And you know an alternate entrance?”

“I do.  Since you are new here, I understand why you have not heard of me.  I am a legend in Vagabond Town, a thief with few peers.  I come and go as I please; their stupid guards are powerless to stop me.”

“Then take me.”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself.  Even I can’t just waltz up there, especially if I am bringing you.  The time needs to be right. It is best after nightfall.”

“So, take me tonight.”

“Oh, I intend to,” he said.  He looked her over, lingering on the swell of her breasts and the width of her hips.  Her copper-coloured skin, high cheekbones and long dark hair marked her a beauty in any society. The short shift she wore did not cover her fully, and his leering eyes made her uncomfortable.

“I’ll find my way, thank you,” she said as she turned away from him.

“You won’t last in here on your own.  Within minutes, a gang will own you.  They lookout for slave ships and force any who wander in into their service. Males head to the fighting pits and females to the brothels.  A pretty one like you, you’d be a true prize.  The wealthy merchants in Dewar have tastes that often lean to the exotic.  You’ll be in high demand up there.  Until they break you, that is.  They seldom treat the merchandise with the most care. And merchandize is how they will consider you.  If you are lucky, when they have finished with you, maybe you’ll be fit for one of the lesser establishments in the bowels of Vagabond Town.  But it won’t be an enjoyable life or a lengthy one.  But if that’s what you prefer, be my guest. Go.”

Like the other women in the ship’s hold, Bineshiwabe’s captors had beaten and raped her.  She survived but was not squandering her newfound freedom with the return to slavery.  She hesitated.

“You’re better off with me.  I can protect you.  People will recognize you are my woman.  This protection comes at a price.”

His words lingered in the air. Bineshiwabe knew the price she must pay. She’d pay it to Caborx before they pressed her into prostitution.  She turned back to face him.

“Where is your home?  I demand to see it and be confident you can offer this security before giving myself to you.  You will supply me with clothes and a weapon. If I am to meet your price, it needs to be worthwhile.  If you cannot prove yourself qualified in this, then I will take my chances elsewhere and locate a patron worthy of me.”

Caborx blinked, unprepared for her biting tone and aggressive position. “I assure you that what I claim is true.  I can provide for you and more once I complete the job.  You may aid me with this.”

“What is it?”

“We are breaking into the Zeimdal Tower, home of the Mad Magus.”

✽✽✽

He was a worse lover than he was a thief, thought Bineshiwabe, leaving behind the memory as she focused on her current situation. He’d fallen for a lure to draw an unwitting thief, and now he and Imdar were dead because of it.  If she didn’t do something, she’d soon follow them in death.

Fingering her dagger, she contemplated her best course of action.  If she could pinpoint the Magus, she might throw the blade at him.  But what if she missed?  Or hit him but not kill him?  She wasn’t confident in her abilities to slay him with one throw of a dagger, and then she’d be weaponless. She’d not rid herself of her only weapon in a vain attempt on his life.

Sneak and stab the Magus? Such an effort would expose her.  The Magus might hear her, and he had proven capable of killing at a distance. Best to prepare an ambush for him, but how?  Trapped behind ineffective cover and with minimal knowledge of the room’s layout, her only hope to survive was to move. But in which direction? 

With a glance at Imdar’s body, she saw where his spear had slipped from his grasp.  The spear was a second weapon.  Listening to discern the Magus’ position, she coiled her feet beneath her, bracing to leap to where the spear lay on the floor.

By sheer luck, a voice behind her boomed, giving away her pursuer’s intentions. “Ah, there you are!”  Words muttered in a language she had never heard. She rose as a spray of acid discharged from the Magus’ fingers to splatter on her hiding spot.  The angry hiss of the acid on the stone and smell of the acrid smoke assaulted her senses.

She rolled to her feet as one hand sought the spear.  Her frantic hand brushed against in, and she wrapped her fingers around the shaft.  Dragging it behind her, still loath to stand up, she crouched behind another piece of cover, a large wooden trunk.  The words echoed, and the acid splashed again.  Acid splattered on the chest, burning a hole through the wood and on Imdar’s body.  His legs, which had been untouched by the flame spell, now smoked and melted as the powerful acid ate through them.

“You little bitch!” howled the Magus.  His next spell targeted the trunk, attempting to block the acid from doing further damage to it and its contents. The Magus’ attention focused on the chest.  With him distracted, she rose and saw an exit that led further into the Tower.  In a flash, she ran through it.

The strange words uttered again, and acid splashed on the doorframe she had just passed through, causing the wood to smoke and burn.  She ran.

Each room she ran into was stranger than the rest.  One held large glass jars holding unknown dead creatures in a greenish liquid. The next room had a series of cages containing a menagerie of birds, who chirped and beat their wings as she entered. Still, another held a variety of metal torture devices and the remains of a poor unfortunate soul.  She kept running.

It was dangerous, this unfocused flight of hers.  The Magus had bragged about more traps.  No doubt she’d set something off, killing or trapping her.  But she had to press on.  She needed to set an ambush for the Magus. 

Thinking of traps brought her back to the simple trap that proved to be Caborx’s doom at the entry to the Tower.  She and Imdar should have fled, but the greed of treasures yet as undiscovered drew them forward.

✽✽✽

Imdar was a simple man.  A veritable giant, he stood well over six and a half feet tall and three hundred pounds of muscle.  A long flowing beard had matched his long blond hair; both had asymmetrical braids woven in them.

“You say it’s mirror?” he had said to Caborx in his thick, barbarous accent.  “I no risk my life for mirror.”

“It’s a magical mirror, one for which my contact will pay a king’s ransom for if we get it.”

“People in this town stupid to pay fortune for mirror.”

“There are other treasures.  Gold, gems, items; if we pull this off, we’ll be rich, legends even.”

“I thought you said you were a legend?” said Bineshiwabe.

“Legends grow with each new deed.  Have you not read of the seven labours of the hero Abratis?”  Both Bineshiwabe and Imdar shook their heads. “Trust me; we will be the talk of Vagabond Town when we succeed at this.”

“You are sure the Magus is away?”

“Yes.  I have it on excellent authority, direct from my client who desires the mirror.  The Magus is visiting the Academy, many weeks’ journey from here.”

The Academy meant nothing to either of them.  Wielders of magic were rare in her culture, and most often, the province of a family bloodline.  They treated these wielders as gods come to earth.

“Bah, weak little men and their magic,” spat Imdar, draining a frothy mug of ale and leaving the foam in his beard.  “Give me a sharp axe or pointy spear, and I will make Magus soil himself.”

It had been three days since she had met Caborx.  His lodgings were a hovel, but he had fulfilled her need for clothing and security.  His ineffective attempts at lovemaking both evening and morning filled him with even more bravado than he had exhibited upon their first meeting. 

This score at Zeimdal Tower, though, had captured her attention.  There must be a modicum of truth to his tale.  Wealth and a newfound reputation might make her adjustment to Vagabond Town easier.  She accepted Vagabond Town as her home; nothing stopped her from heading out along the beach. But Vagabond Town held an opportunity for one daring enough to grab it. The thought crossed her mind that she might remove Caborx from the equation and keep his share and hers if they succeeded.  It was a certainty he’d try to keep her from an equal share of the profits.  He might keep her around as long as there was the promise of climbing atop her twice a day.  Or he might toss her aside and squander his wealth in the brothels.  Either way, their arrangement was short-lived.

“This Tower, I assume it’s up in Dewar?  I’ve seen no tower in Vagabond Town, and I can’t imagine a Magus living here.”

“It is my turtledove,” said Caborx, forcing her to keep her face impassive and not sneer at his attempt at a pet name.

“How do we get into the city?  They guard the entrances.”

“I said there were alternate ways if you were lucky enough to know them.  And I do.  There is a merchant who trades in both places, providing essentials for the lower city and hard to find rare items for those living above us.”

“Illegal items, you mean?”

“Items that buyers may not wish others to know they have in their possession, let’s leave it at that.  For a fee, he will let the odd denizen from below use his warehouse to enter Dewar. He compensates the watch to ignore his clients, and he is selective in whom he allows above.”

“This merchant could command a substantial amount of coin to allow people to use his access point.”

“He does.”

“And where did you get the coin needed to pay him for this access?”

“Never you mind,” he said, grinning.  “We have an arrangement.”

✽✽✽

Bineshiwabe wondered if this arrangement was to secure the mirror for him. Or find someone dumb enough to fall for the Magus’ trap.  The latter, she thought.  This was entertainment for the Magus; he was most likely bored and hunting those who braved his Tower broke up his mundane existence.  She paused for a moment and listened.  The sound of the Magus on her tail was closer than she liked it to be.  She needed to find an ambush spot soon.

The room appeared to be a study.  Plush carpeting covered the floors, silencing her footsteps.  A large, ornately carved wooden desk dominated the room.  Behind it, heavy curtains covered the wall.  If she was lucky, they obscured a window and a means for her to escape? Excited at the possibility, she ran to the curtains and threw them open.  There was a window, but heavy bars covered it.  No escape there.

The Magus was getting closer, and she could not keep running.  The room was where she’d make her stand.  She looked around to see what hiding spot the chamber afforded her.  The curtains, but they were too obvious.  Noting a second entry, it inspired her. Running to the door, she opened it cautiously. It heartened her to see it opened into a corridor leading to a stair heading up into the Tower, and to a closet or dead end. Leaving the door ajar, she returned to the study. Hopefully, the Magus would assume she had traversed further into the Tower upon seeing the open door.  If he did, she’d sneak back the way she came and leave this death trap behind her.

A sound outside the door she had entered caught her attention.  The Magus was there.  She needed to hide.  Gripping Imdar’s spear in her hands, she crawled under the enormous desk and secreted herself there.

✽✽✽

Imdar and Caborx had worked together on small extortion jobs in Vagabond Town. Imdar’s enormous size, foreign accent and slow speech were intimidating.  He had never tried burglary, and they had never worked in Dewar.

“So how do we get in?  I assume we will climb?”

“Climb?  No.  I’m not much of a climber,” said Caborx.

“I no climb,” grunted Imdar.  “Armor heavy.”

“You could leave your armour.”  Imdar looked at her as if she had turned purple and ignored her.

“No, we’ll go in the front doors,” said Caborx.  “My employer has secured a map of the inside of the Tower and noted its more deadly traps.  Climbing is folly since traps or bars protect the few windows in the Tower.  The only access point from the roof is certain death, I’m told.  The Magus feels no one is stupid enough to try coming in through the front doors. I guess the chance to trip his own traps is why he’s left that way unobstructed.”

It made little sense to Bineshiwabe then, and it made less sense as she huddled under the desk.  Why is there a map? she thought. To make such a floor plan requires someone to have penetrated the Tower and identify the location of the traps.  If someone had done that, they would be the legend in Vagabond Town. It made no sense for such a map to exist. She wished she had walked away from the venture.

Her breath caught in her throat as the door to the study opened.  It was quiet.  She strained to hear the Magus’ footsteps on the carpet, but there was no sound.  Had he stopped?  Her heart beat fast, and she could hear the blood rushing through her ears.  Could the Magus hear it too? she thought irrationally.  Then the outer door closed, and she picked up the nearly silent padding of feet across the carpet.  The other door shut.

“Little bird, trapped in a cage of your creation, I’m afraid.  It was smart of you to lure me. I’ll give you that.  You have not penetrated my sanctum any further.  Spells let me know when someone has entered a room without my permission.  As I have had no alert beyond this chamber, I know you are here.  You are not a Magus, so how could you comprehend my power? The mere thought of the mysteries I delve into would shatter your pathetic mind. 

“I will enjoy toying with you.  Your little chase has entertained me.  Normally I grant someone a quick death if they’ve entertained me, but since your companions succumbed so quickly, I’m afraid yours will not be fast and will be painful.  You might as well come out of your obvious hiding spot; I can see you moved the curtains.  Come out, and I promise you won’t linger as long as you should.”

Bineshiwabe glanced at the curtains in a panic.  In her haste, she had not smoothed them back into place.  But that meant the Magus assumed she was there.  She had one chance.

✽✽✽

The night was still as they exited the warehouse connecting the upper and lower towns.  After days in the putrid Vagabond Town, the fresh night air of Dewar was a reward.  Bineshiwabe had closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

“Move.  It would not be wise to encounter the watch.  The merchant pays them to look the other way. Still, it isn’t enough that they won’t detain us if we run into them.  We need to move before they return,” hissed Caborx.

Zeimdal Tower was impossible to miss. Carved out of basalt and polished to a high sheen, the moonlight reflected off of it, causing it to glow as if it had an internal luminescence. 

A low wall surrounded the Tower, with an iron gate.  The thieves huddled near the entrance and looked upon the courtyard.  The moon bathed the ground in pale light; no movement and no other fortifications were barring their path.

“It must hide something,” said Bineshiwabe, apprehensive.

“Not according to my informant,” said Caborx. “They have as much riding on our success as we do.”

“This sounds too easy.  I don’t like it.”

“Woman, you worry too much,” growled Imdar.

“I suppose the gate has no lock?  I’m surprised there’s not a sign welcoming thieves to enter.”

“The reputation of the Magus suffices to scare most.  He’s called the Mad Magus for a reason.  But that is when he’s here.  And he’s not.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Do you see any lights coming from within the Tower?  It might have few windows, but we’d see lights if he were.”

That made sense to Bineshiwabe.  “Have you seen the Tower at night?  Did you notice any lights?”

“Yes,” said Caborx.  He then added: “I’m sure of it.”

Bineshiwabe took a deep breath and let it out, trying to calm herself.  “Lights, no lights. What does it matter?  Let’s smash little Magus,” said Imdar, pulling his axe out of his belt.  He reached out and pushed on the gate; it held fast.  He grunted.

“There is your answer on whether it’s locked,” smiled Caborx.  “We must climb something, after all.”

“No climb,” spat Imdar.

“I don’t think you have a choice, big man,” said Bineshiwabe.  Imdar scowled.

“Bineshiwabe, we’ll boost you up and over first.  Keep watch on the other side.  Imdar will then boost me.  From the top, I’ll aid him over the wall.”

Bineshiwabe smiled at him.  “I don’t need your help.” Stepping back ten feet from the wall, she took a run at it and jumped.  Her fingers grasped the edge of the wall eight feet above, and she effortlessly pulled herself up and over, dropping lightly to the ground on the other side.

“Wow,” said Caborx, impressed.  He’d considered her an extra set of hands, not a capable thief in her own right.  What she lacked in experience, she made up in physical prowess. Years of climbing trees in her woodland home, taking part in hunts and the physical labours of daily survival had made her tough and strong.  She was more capable than Caborx.

The others made it over the wall after many attempts. They made too much noise in the process for Bineshiwabe’s comfort.  If there were guardians, the sound would alert them to their presence.  But nothing came to investigate.

They made their way to the main doors.  Caborx rubbed his hands together in anticipation.  Gingerly he placed his ear against the door, trying to ascertain any sounds from beyond it.  He smiled.  “Quiet as a tomb.”

“And no trap? You are sure of this?” she asked.

“I told you, no.  The Magus didn’t want to risk setting them off himself.”

“When he’s in his Tower, maybe not.  But when he is away?  I can’t believe it’s this easy.”

“Let me check.”  Caborx looked at the door.  He rubbed his palms on it and studied the edges, lingering on the hinges.  He shook his head and moved his attention elsewhere.  Lying on his side, he peered in the crack between the door and the sill.  Getting up onto his knees, he studied the lock.  “Something is in it,” he said.  “A spring of some sort.  It should be easy enough to jam and prevent it from releasing its trap.”  He reached into a pouch at his belt and pulled out a spool of wire. He straightened it into a narrow but stiff piece of metal a few inches long.  “Now, to just stick this in there...”

A click came from above them, and the sound of oiled stone sliding against stone reached their ears.  Faster than she thought possible, Imdar’s large hand closed on the back of her neck and effortlessly tossed her backwards into the courtyard.  His reflexes propelled him out of danger.  Caborx was not so lucky.  As she hit the ground, the wind knocked out of her. Bineshiwabe turned to see Caborx, still on his knees in front of the door, glance upwards as a large block of stone, three feet per side, slid out of its place above the entrance to crush him. The block on its descent hit Imdar’s axe, knocking it out of his grasp. The stone pinned the weapon under it.

Bineshiwabe lay panting in shock. It happened so quickly.

“Trap not so simple,” said Imdar with a shrug.

“He’s dead!”

Another shrug out of the giant.  “He slow.  And didn’t like him, anyway.  At least door is open.”

He was right.  The door was ajar.

“You’re not thinking of going in there, are you?”

“Why not?  Caborx say jewels and treasure inside Tower.  He promised me treasure. Have no treasure.  Get treasure.  Now don’t have to share with him.  If you leave, don’t have to share with you.  Treasure all for Imdar.”

“We should go.  This whole affair never felt right.  We should never have come.”

“Then go.  Don’t care.”  Imdar turned towards the open door.

Every instinct told her to go.  But the allure of treasure was strong.  She could check the map, but she realized it was in Caborx’s pouch. There was no way to access it.  She glanced at the stone and noticed the pool of blood spreading over the flagstones.  They’d never be able to move the stone off Caborx’s remains. Even if they could, what they discovered would be of no use.

Imdar tried to pull out his axe from under the stone but could not budge it.  He swore in his native language and pulled a spear off his back. “If you coming, come.  If no, go.”  He disappeared beyond the door.

Bineshiwabe hesitated but followed him.

✽✽✽

I should have left, she thought, as she hid under the desk.  She held her breath as the Magus came around the corner of the desk, his robes whispering on the carpet as he walked.  She could see his lower half coming into view as he passed the desk, heading for the curtain.  He thinks I’m there!  There was one chance if she wanted to survive.

The Magus chuckled as he grasped the two curtains in his hands. “And now, I have you!” he said with a flourish as he whipped back the heavy cloth.  He stood there a moment, stunned to discover it empty.

Bineshiwabe used that moment to her advantage, thrusting herself out of her restricted confines.  The spear missed its mark of the Magus’ lower back; she could not strike true as she emerged from beneath the desk.  The spear pierced the upper thigh of the Magus. It slid through the withered flesh to protrude from the other side.  The Magus howled in anguish and anger as his leg collapsed under him.

Bineshiwabe rolled over the desk and dropped to the floor.  She sprinted towards the door, throwing her body weight against it.  The door opened into the hall and then resisted her momentum.  It pressed back against her.  With a glance over her shoulder, she saw the Magus had pulled himself up and lay across the desk, his hand outstretched.  She saw the strain in the tendons of his neck and the sweat that appeared on the thin skin stretched across his skull as he willed the door to close.  Bineshiwabe shifted her body and slid out into the hall; the door, no longer resisted by her, slammed into place.  She could hear a cry of rage through the door.

She was on her feet in a flash.  Her legs pumping as hard as her heart, she retraced her steps through the Tower back to the entrance.  Behind her, she could hear the Magus bellowing in a fury.  “You won’t escape!  I will torture you until you beg me for your death!”

The door behind her slammed.  His power extended through the Tower. She was now in the bird room.  They squawked and fluttered against their cages in a frenzy. The doors on their enclosures slipped open, and the birds fluttered around the room with an intensity she’d never seen.  It was as if it drove them to madness.  None attacked her directly; they flew without purpose, flailing, dashing themselves against the walls and each other.  Whenever they came into contact with something living, they tore at it with their sharp claws and beaks.  Bineshiwabe had to raise her arms to shield her face as the birds smacked into her.  She lurched in the door’s direction, a hundred superficial cuts on her arms, back and scalp.

The door before her closed.  She threw herself hard against it, causing it to shiver and driving it backwards.  She slipped through as it slammed shut.

Only one room more, she thought.  Get past the jars and their hideous cadavers and then back to the laboratory.

✽✽✽

Imdar had stolen ahead of her into the laboratory. Unfazed by the trap at the door, he wasn’t about to throw his life away either. He moved with caution.

“Where do you think we’ll locate the mirror?” she asked, catching up to him.

“Not interested in mirror,” he grunted.  “Want gold and gems.”

“The mirror is worth more than gold and gems.”

“Then go find.  Care not.  You get mirror, me get gold.”

The two of them padded along the corridor.  The path was longer than the Tower should accommodate.  They should have traversed its width by now.  The Tower was wider inside than out. Instead of the rooms progressing upwards, they ran linearly. The effect disoriented her.  Her mind rebelled against the experience, envisioning instead what it should be.

A door barred their way. “Open it,” snorted Imdar.

“You open it,” she said, remembering Caborx’s fate.

He glared at her but said nothing.  He put his ear to the door.  “Strange sounds.  As a brook.”  He sniffed at the air. “Strange smells too.”

Bineshiwabe put her ear to the door and listened.  A strange gurgling sound, like the roiling boil of a pot, came from within.  A variety of scents, sweet, cloying and sharp, assaulted her nose.  “We have to go forward,” she said.  “If we are afraid to, we need to leave.”

“Not afraid.  Just want you to open.”

She rolled her eyes at his blatant attempt to use her to shield him should something go arwy.  Bineshiwabe glanced at the door; it had no lock.  Observing the door as Caborx had done, she searched for indications of a trap.  She wondered if Caborx feigned being savvy to what to search for. She shrugged her shoulders and pushed on the door.

The door swung open at her touch.  Before them, a cornucopia of colours and smells mingled together.  Beakers filled with a variety of liquids bubbled away over open flames. An extensive still collected a foul-smelling vapour and condensing it back to a repulsive liquid. Stone benches, tables, and various wooden trunks spread around the room.

“No gold,” growled Imdar.

“I didn’t expect to locate treasure in the first chamber,” she remarked, in awe of the surroundings.  “What is going on here?”

“Who cares?  Can’t spend this,” said Imdar, looking around.  “Look, another door.”  He strode towards it.

In the corner, Bineshiwabe noted a shimmer in the light. An illusion masking part of the room dropped.  A man with a bald pate, grey skin splotched with liver spots and stretched thinly across a large cranium stood there.  His mouth pulled back into a sinister smile, exposing a row of crooked teeth.  Madness flashed in his eyes.  “Moths attracted to the flame.  Good.  Here’s your flame.”

The Magus’ fingers fanned out, his thumbs touching.  From those fingers, a wave of flame filled the space in front of him.  The flames washed over Imdar, catching him before he could move.  His enormous bulk shielded Bineshiwabe from the onslaught, giving her time to fall to the ground and roll behind one of the stone benches.

✽✽✽

The door leading to the laboratory closed.  With one last desperate lunge, Bineshiwabe threw herself against it before it closed.  Slipping through, she found herself back in the room where she left Imdar’s body.

Surrounded by the bubbling concoctions, she sprinted across the room, leaping over Imdar’s remains.  The exit to freedom began to shut in front of her.

This time her luck ran out.  The door was open a sliver as she threw herself against it.  She pushed it back, but not enough, as it resisted and slammed with an ominous click.  She hammered on the door, pushing and pulling it to no avail.

Her predicament had not changed.  Armed only with her dagger, the Mad Magus stalking her, she was running out of options.  He knew she was in this room; he would destroy her for violating his Tower.

Grabbing a beaker full of a green liquid, she crawled behind a bench.  She might die, but she’d die fighting.  I’ll keep throwing things at him until he gets me, she thought. Maybe I’ll destroy something precious to him.  I’ll force him to kill me; I won’t let him capture me for his sick entertainment.

The door flew open with a bang.  In strode the Magus, his eyes wilder than before. His loss of blood increased the pallidness of his complexion.  He sweated in obvious pain; blood-soaked his robe, and he walked with a limp.  With a snarl, he raised his hand and cast a spell.

Bineshiwabe threw the beaker at him as hard as she could.  She misjudged her pitch, and it passed over his head to shatter on the wall behind him. Thick green liquid oozed down the wall.  She grabbed another one and tossed it at him.  The beaker, heated from the flame under it, burned her hand.  Her throw this time was accurate, and she hit the Magus, disrupting his spell and coating him with a purple liquid.  He wiped the liquid from him in disgust.  “You will die in ways no one has ever died before!  You will linger for months before I tire of you.”

Keep talking, she thought.  His anger made him sloppy.  He should have concentrated on killing her instead of this mocking bravado.  Her hands sought something else to throw, and they alighted on a small wooden coffer.  Closing her hand around it, she lobbed it at him.  The Magus tried to duck, but the box’s corner struck his forehead, opening a gash.  The coffer split open, spilling its contents.  A cloud of fine yellow dust spilled out, enveloping him in it.

“No!” he screamed in terror as the dust settled on his skin and entered his lungs.  Where it came in contact with him, large lumpy fungal growths bubbled and thrust out of his cracking skin.  He clawed at his throat, desperately trying to draw in air.  His body contorted and violently twisted upon itself. The screams coming from his mouth were unlike those ever uttered by a human.  He fell on the ground and continued to flop and flail until his movements stalled and, with a final shudder, came to lie still.

Bineshiwabe stood there panting, trying to calm her racing heart.  Around her, the various substances continued to boil unabated over their flames.  With two loud clicks, both doors to the room opened.  Freedom beckoned behind her.  She should flee.

Turning to go, she paused.  With the Magus dead, the way forward was clear.  If she wanted to return to Vagabond Town, she needed wealth and the reputation of having braved Zeimdal Tower and killing the Mad Magus.  She could not leave with nothing.  Imdar and Caborx’s deaths could not be in vain.  At least one of them should profit from this, shouldn’t they?

Bineshiwabe once again returned to the inner part of the Tower. With the Magus dead, she was confident that many of his magical traps had died with him.  The more mundane traps she’d avoid. A life worth living was not without its risks. The potential rewards mitigated the risks. Feeling the most confident she had since escaping the hold of the slave ship, she walked through the door and onwards to her destiny.







This ends the first story in the series, The Queen of Vagabond Town.  It continues with Three Shards.














Other Works By The Author

The Stone of Death: Set in the same world as the series The Queen of Vagabond Town. When four strangers seek shelter from a freak winter storm, they could never have imagined that their lives would wind up in each other’s hands.

What knowledge did they inadvertently gain that brought together a disgraced mercenary, a crippled Magus straight from the academy, a middle-aged priest, and an enigmatic woman who knows more than she’s revealing to a battle against the God of Death himself?

Racing to stay ahead of those who seek to destroy them, will they find the Stone of Death before it’s too late? Or will the biggest enemy against the four strangers end up being each other?




The Gunslinger's Emancipation Series

The Seeker of Solace: Parts Red Dead Redemption mixed with The Mandalorian and a sprinkle of Firefly, this space western takes the reader on a journey across The Sector.  Can Orlan accomplish his goal in the time allotted to him, and will he save his life only to lose his soul?

The Denial of Deliverance: Orlan Bazhaev is a free man, and is set to return to the life he left behind. But the interference of Grand Adjudicator Murdo Starrick throws a wrench into his plans, and he once again finds himself a fugitive. Can he clear his name and find the peace he desperately craves?   

The Other

Lovecraftian Horror with a Canadian twist

The Other, Book 1: 'Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn’-‘In his house at R’lyeh, dead Cthulhu waits dreaming.’  What happens to humanity when Cthuhlu’s dreams come to an end?

Cosmic horrors have touched and mutated humanity for ages. But in recent times, alien interference has been on the rise. Why? What mysterious forces are causing an increase in these encounters, and what ultimately will be humanity’s fate?

The Other, Book 2: Joe Mills and Pete Ivalu are dead, and Dr. Adele Kramer is in a coma. Harjit Singh needs to replace them in his ongoing confrontation with The Other. He turns to Malcolm Mayweather, a firefighter injured by an escaping Shoggoth, freed by the fire started by Adele to destroy it.  This collection of linked short stories pulls the reader into a modern take on the world of H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos. It continues the tale begun in Book One.
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