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Chapter I:

The desert of Alvernon was hot… to say the least that is.  It was however, worth your trouble to toil under the hot sun.  The remnants of a once proud kingdom lay there.


It was for this reason exclusively that the elite taskmen of King Ian were performing the pre-mentioned toiling.  The treasure vault of King Hadrian III had been discovered by accident a month before when a village idiot had stumbled away from his duties and caught his leg in a window of the stone hall.  No one knows why he died of sun exposure.  He could have easily pulled his leg out.  That wasn’t becoming of a village idiot though.


Alvernon’s village idiots were running in short supply.


A tall, broad man wheeled a cart of gold coins from the vault and out to the convoy of covered wagons.


“Hey boss!” yelled the tall man.


A short but equally broad man looked back.  “What is it?”


“There’s a few more carts to be loaded, but other than that we’re done.”


The short man wrinkled his face, looked to the sun and mumbled something about how he hated his job.  Not this part… he could stand the sun and the inventory of anything they found.  He hated the Sand Nomads.  They would come begging soon after leaving.


The Sand Nomads.  A group of thieves, wizards and beggars.  Often people would ask them why nomads always live in the desert.  Those people would be sacked and looted.  They sack and loot just about anyone really.  People who asked why nomads live in the desert would often wake up at the edge of an oasis with a note pinned to their shirt.


The note often read like this:

We live in the desert because we

can sack and loot idiots like you

and no one can stop us out here.

Thanks,

The Sand Nomads


The short man called the workers back to attention.  “All right everyone!  Let’s get out of here before night!  Last thing we need is a group of beggars.”


There wasn’t a group of beggars there… just a single one.


Huddled behind a rock, the fourteen-year-old Aaron watched.


Seeing that no one was watching, he ran for the back of the last wagon.  He blended into the sand, covered in a light brown cloth.  Reaching into the wagon, Aaron fumbled to grab at least a gold coin or a nice mug.  He always wanted a mug.


You see, the Sand Nomads only carry with them the bare essentials, as well as any trinkets they can steal.  As far as utensils went, a pouch made out of a few scraps of hardened goat skin was your cup.  Thus, a mug became Aaron’s lifelong dream.


Reaching around, he felt a tug on his arm.  Looking up, it was the same tall man who had been giving status reports to the short one pulling on his hand.  A cold feeling went over Aaron as his heart stopped for a brief moment.  The kind of feeling you’d get if you had brush with death.  Or a tax collector at your door.


“Wonderful.  Nomad scum.”


Aaron was, as any thief would be upon discovery, at a loss for words.  “I… uhh…” Then it him to use the oldest trick in the book. Sad puppy eyes. “Sir… please… can I just have a coin or two? I’m just trying to keep alive out here… all the nomads are.”


Aaron must have practiced the innocent act.  It worked like clockwork on the man.


“Here… take this book.  I really doubt that they’ll care about it.”


“I… I’m afraid I can’t read… but someone who can might find it useful.  Surely you can’t spare a coin too?”


“You nomads are the same. You offer something and you want something else.” and preceded to chuck the book at the boy.


The book struck with the force of a Krider Mountain Berzerker, and Aaron fell to the ground.


You normally don’t survive a fight with a Kriden Berzerker.


Chapter II:


Rodney couldn’t do anything right.


The other squires could prepare their masters for combat in a matter of minutes.


Rodney would fumble with the armor, cut his finger on the sword and get pissed on by a horse.


He had spirit though, and it seemed that only Edwin could see through the clumsiness the awkward brown-hair, blue-eyed twelve-year-old was plagued by.   Edwin saw instead, a clumsy but spirited youth with all the potential in the world.


That is, if he survived puberty.  For the time being he was just clumsy.


Rodney’s father was a top brass in the Alvernon military.  This and that Edwin was his father’s best friend kept Rodney as a squire.


His father, had he not been dead, would have been shamed by Rodney.  Edwin however, had to keep hope for him, as he was his caretaker and mentor.


It was hard to have hope for the only person on the planet, no, in the universe, who could shoot his own foot in an archery competition while at the same time injuring the queen and the Duke of the Southern Islands.


Edwin was thinking about how he could go on teaching Rodney when his thoughts were stopped dead.


“Edwin, sir?”


It was Rodney, who most likely had something constructive to say because there was no sign of horse piss on him.


“Yes, Rodney?”


“A messenger just came from King Ian.  He would like you to go to the town plaza.”


“Did he say why?”


The boy searched through the back alleys of his memory for a moment.  “Yes, yes he did.  Something about a large public disturbance.”


Edwin stood up, and felt down the scar that ripped across his left cheek.  He thought about the good old days when he would be slaying some kind of Brawny Blue Behemoth or Raging Red Ripper monster.  Anything with a name as stupid as those deserved a good slaying.


“Get into your light armor, Rodney,” Edwin mumbled.  “And bring my brass sword.”


Edwin always brought that sword with him when he had a bad feeling about something.  It looked more imposing… the kind of sword a declared national hero should carry.  Maybe he was just a bit superstitious, but he thought it might keep away some more disagreeable people with a hearty aura that said I can kick your ass so leave me alone.  
Rodney and Edwin walked into town.

Chapter III:


His past was a mystery to him.


He woke up in the desert.  There was a large bruise to his temple and a book to his side.


That was all he knew other than that he had forgotten everything about his past.  It was an unsettling feeling.  Having no place… no identity.


He didn’t know it, but he couldn’t read.  It wouldn’t have mattered though.  The book next to him was written in a dead language.  But he didn’t remember that.  Maybe that’s why he could read it.  The same principle as the people who could fly by falling and being distracted from the impending ground below them.


Walking in whatever direction would allow him to avoid the intense sun, he read from the book.


It was a well of knowledge about magic.  From its composition to how one could manipulate it, he learned and practiced it at the occasional oasis.


He wandered until he found the edge of the desert and continued into a forest.  He set up a camp and continued to study.


One morning while reading, a drop of bird crap landed on a page, inciting a series of yelling and stick throwing by the reader.


Wiping away the aerial attack on the book, he noticed the picture of a wizard with what was most likely a name under the illustration.  He couldn’t understand the name, unlike everything else in the book.


“Lazicron…”


The now much older boy realized what he had been missing.  A name.


It was about this time that a flurry of thought blurred through his head.  This book was his demise; it stole his memory.  It was his savior; it taught him to survive through magic.


“I will be Lazicron.”  He looked up to the sky, where the same bird that had ruined page 532 was flying about, chirping merrily.  “And I will crush the society who took my identity with this book.  I will destroy them with their own creation.”


He held the book in hand and used the other to toast the bird with a tongue of flame.  The bird fell dead.  Lazicron celebrated with a roast bird dinner.

Chapter IV:


It had been seven years since he had woken to the hot desert sun.


Now he stood on the podium of the town plaza, garbed in a wizard’s black robe.  All of his face hidden except for his eyes, his tall black hat wavering slightly in the wind.

“I can show you all the power of magic!  You don’t have to be the proverbial scum to the aristocrats!”


The crowd of villagers watched with glazed eyes.  Ho hum, another crazy hobo who claimed to have great power.  They hadn’t seen any really interesting crazy people in a while.  They all thought in the back of their heads about the time that a guy named Gral claimed to have a possessed puppet that had demonic powers and could talk, but that ended when someone explained ventriloquism to the crowd.


The group collectively decided in the back of their head that this would be a good time for the village idiot to interrupt.  The idiot stood to the back of the podium, picking his nose.


“So if I were to work for you, you could make me something other than the village idiot?” blurted the idiot.


Lazicron turned to the idiot, who continued picking his nose.  He raised his right hand and flipped his palm towards his face.  The idiot’s hair burst into flames.


“Don’t question Lazicron.”


The idiot continued to swat at the fire, despite the fact he was lying right next to a water troph.  “Ahh! How do I put it out? Ahh! Someone help me! Please!”


The villagers laughed at idiot, as was customary when he was being completely stupid.  The idiot eventually put the fire out and the villagers sighed.


Lazicron continued his speech.  “Ah-hem… as I was saying.  I have a plan to rule this and all other worlds!”


A strong and clear voice rang out over Lazicron’s.


“I am Sir Edwin of the Alvernon Knights.  You are being described as a public nuisance!  Under the order of King Ian, I must take you to justice.”


Lazicron chuckled behind the high collar of his wizard’s robe.  “You seriously think I’m going to comply?  Haha!  Ian and all kings like him will one day be workers under my rule.”


The boy behind Edwin watched for his master’s next action.  He respected Edwin and attempted to emulate him in any way possible.


Except for when it came to women… Edwin always acted like a complete stiff in front of them.  Rodney asked him why he hadn’t settled down with a wife once.  He mumbled something about a woman named Jocelyn and told him to go away.


“For traitorous action against King Ian you will only find yourself in greater trouble.”


The villagers had lost interest in the discussion and had gone back to work or poking the village idiot with sticks.


Lazicron looked around.


“I’m afraid I have to be going.  I have an appointment with a very important person.”


Lazicron traced a shape into the air with his finger and it melted into a milky red triangle.  With a cold and stereotypical evil chuckle behind it, he mused, “I’ll be seeing you again.  Make note of that, Edwin.  When my true power is realized, your days are numbered.”  


Looking about again, Lazicron eyed the village idiot again and said “Oh, what the hell.”


The idiot’s hair burst into flames again.

He jumped into the triangle of magic and vanished from anywhere in sight.


Rodney looked up at Edwin.  “You don’t think that he’s telling 

the truth do you?”


Edwin thought.  “Let’s put it this way… most wizards don’t have the accuracy or skill to light a village idiot on fire from a hundred yards.”


The village idiot rolled on the shore of the pond screaming about the fire on his head.

Chapter V:


Edwin’s hair had turned gray and his bones weary.


Today was the day that Rodney received the honor of being an official Alvernon Knight.


The day before, Edwin’s hair was golden brown and his bones were fairly comfortable.


He thought in the back of his head.


Don’t screw this up, Rodney, don’t screw this up.  If you screw this up…

How Rodney had ever gained the recommendation by the Elder Knights, Edwin would never know.  But there he was- the product of thirteen years of being a loyal and hard working squire.


The only thing Edwin could think of that would explain Rodney’s promotion into the military was the time he accidentally killed a Rocksnake that was about to bite the Secretary of Admissions of the Elder Knights.

In Alvernon, Rocksnakes are considered the most useless and annoying animal in the universe.  This is because their venom is an extremely potent neuro-toxin.  That alone puts them one slot ahead of Ruks, which are just big birds who tend to crap on anything below them.

In an attempt to dodge a Ruk’s finished lunch, Rodney jumped back and crushed the snake’s head.

The only thing that will keep him alive is dumb luck like that, thought Edwin.

Fredrik, High Knight of the Elders, held the ceremonial sword in hand.   “Today we will honor this young man, Rodney, with the honor that is being a knight of Alvernon.”

Rodney stood quiet, awaiting the two taps to his shoulders that would make him a knight.

Then it happened.

Rodney ripped a belch.

And Edwin woke up.

“Damn dream… I should have known that Rodney wouldn’t end up at that ceremony.”

The room was cold.  The window was flung open.  That made sense.  It made more sense than Rodney as a knight.

What a disappointment.  He never got the hang of being a squire, much less being a knight.  Now he lived in the castle doing odd jobs.

He was a good young man though.  He worked hard and didn’t ask for much besides food, a few silver coins and a room.  He did however ask to borrow a telescope from Voice, the wizard who lived down the hall in the lab.

It was a good hobby for him… astronomy.  You had to be patient and diligent if you wanted to find something interesting with that.  Those were just about the only good qualities to Rodney.

There was a creep at the window.  Edwin looked up.

An unfamiliar voice echoed around the room.  “Your scar is a lot like the boy.  A permanent reminder of something you did wrong.”

“I never failed with Rodney, he did the best he could.”

The voice chuckled.  “Yes, but you still failed with Jocelyn.”

This guy was too informed about Edwin’s life to be any good.  Plus, anyone with the nerve to bring up Jocelyn around Edwin was a definite shmuck.  “Shut up, whoever you are.  I loved her.  I tried to save her.”

“Then you won’t mind if I remove that reminder of her on your face.”

A quick flash of light whipped across Edwin’s face.  There was a stinging pain in his face.  He dragged his fingers across where he had been attacked.  Blood.

Edwin reached for his prized bronze sword.  “Who the hell are you?  Did you come here at night so I couldn’t see your cowardly face?”

A flame burst out of the corner, revealing the intruder with a sinister light.

“Remember me?  Didn’t you believe me when I said that I would come back to destroy anyone who opposed me?”

“Lazicron.”

“So you do remember!  I take it as a complement.”

Edwin drew his sword, which lay on the stand next to his bed.  He was scared that one of the crazy bums from the plaza could actually live up to his claims of power.  The last time that happened, the bum actually had a somewhat realistic power.  He said he was from the future and he had a machine that could get juice out of anything.  It did juice anything.  He wasn’t sure about the future part though.

“Now, my dear Edwin… I’m afraid that your death comes now.”

Lazicron whipped his hand back and forward, launching a ball of energy towards Edwin.

Chapter VI:

“Edwin, are you okay, I heard a loud noise!”  Shouted Rodney as he rapped on his master’s door.  “Are you in there sir?”

There was a minute of silence, then a weak, slow voice that reminded Rodney of the sound a village idiot makes when you poke him with an especially sharp stick.

“R… Ro… Rodney… come in here…”

Opening the door, Rodney found Edwin lying on the bed, burned from head down.  Rodney was in complete shock, and nearly vomited from the sight in front of him.

“What happened?”

The blood oozed from Edwin’s lips as he talked… “Lazi… cron.  He did this.”

Rodney was filled with rage and disgust for that seemingly harmless magician from ten years ago.  He wanted to lash out against Lazicron despite the fact he had left.  He wanted to hurt him in ways no person had ever been hurt before.  He wanted to hurt him for leaving the closest thing he had ever had for a father as a torn and burnt shell of a human.

He needed to get the Master Cleric from the infirmary.  Quickly too, if Edwin were to survive.

Rodney screamed at the top of his lungs.

“Every healer and every person who has one shred of respect for Sir Edwin must come to his room right now, or by God I will make you suffer for abandoning him!  He’s dying!”

There was a great fluster down the hallways, and Rodney’s voice echoed with purpose and clarity.  Many people came running down the hallways, even the baker who didn’t care for Edwin because he always thought the bread was terrible.

He probably just wanted to check if Edwin was dying from the bread he poisoned just a bit each day for him.

Little did the baker know that Edwin knew about that and had been pulling chunks of brick out of his oven in hopes that it would collapse.

A short man in a white wizard’s robe pushed through the crowd.  “Let me through, let me through!  I’m head cleric here.”

The white wizard pushed through the gawking crowd and made it to Edwin, who breathed slowly and was obviously in extreme pain.

As he was tending to Edwin and administering this and that to the burns, Rodney stooped in close to Edwin.

“Master, I will do everything in my…”

Edwin cut in.  “Don’t try to fight Lazicron, you’ll end up like me…”  He coughed and wheezed for air, as breathing was becoming difficult for him.

“No… I must do something to avenge you… I have to.  I love you like a father.”

“You’re a complete shmuck, aren’t you Rodney?  Maybe Lazicron was right… I didn’t teach you enough to make you into a knight.”  Edwin gasped again.  “He will kill you… he’s strong.”

“No… don’t say that sir… I can’t just let you die in vain.”

Edwin stared into the eyes of Rodney, this child he had taught and made into a fine young man, and remembered how his spirit had never fallen to the point he gave up.  He knew he couldn’t stop him… he knew he had the ability to be a knight if he just put every last damn drop of his ability into it.

“Then fight him… and even if you die… die proud… and if you live… or die… you were always a knight to me… you’re still a shmuck if you fight him though.”

Edwin’s eyes rolled back, and he slipped into the eternal sleep of death, while his loved ones and his respected fellow knights stood around, beginning their mourning over their comrade.

Rodney stood, stepped back from the dead body of his master, and held his lip stiff as he said with the greatest determination he had ever felt, the zenith of his courage and the pinnacle of his anger:

“Lazicron will die.”

Chapter VII:

The ceremony was held in the early morning, and the drops of dew on the grass shined brilliantly as the intense morning sunlight beat down upon the graveyard.

Rodney stood solemnly, with a blank look on his face, rarely blinking.  He moved every once and a while to talk to a mourner who approached him.

A woman walked slowly to him, her face veiled in black lace, distorting the rich gold color of her hair.

“I’m Edwin’s sister, Katherine,” she said, startling Rodney.  “I hear that you trained as a squire under him.”

“Yes… I did.”

“I’m very sorry… I’ve been told that he was practically your father,” she said in a controlled voice, “and that he was one of the few friends you had as a child.”

Rodney looked at her features for a few moments.  She was stunningly beautiful, or at least her veil made her look more mysterious and unique.  “Yes… that’s true too.”

She lifted her veil.  Rodney was right about the beautiful part, at least.  If she really was his sister, their parents must have been very different looking… his face was blocky and angular, hers was smooth.

“Anyway… I’ll leave you to watch to procession… I’ve probably just been a disturbance.”

Rodney put his hand on her shoulder as she turned away.  “No, no, you’re not a disturbance at all,” he said, not knowing whether or not he was interested in conversation or her good looks, “please, tell me a little about Edwin as a young man… he never told me about anything from then except for his time in the wars.”

Katherine gave a slight smirk.  “He looked much like you when he was young… that is, before he got the scar on his cheek… he was very determined to get what he wanted, but he was still warm and kind.  Being a knight was all he could think of.  Except for Jocelyn…”

“Jocelyn?” Rodney exclaimed.  “He talked about her frequently.”

“She was his fiancee… the day she died, Edwin became very cold and distant,” she looked back, “but that’s a story Edwin would never forgive me for speaking about.”

“I understand.”

They both turned to the casket, which was being lowered into the ground.  A priest stood on a podium, telling a speech.

“Edwin was a good man and a good soldier.  He was faithful to his country always, and faithful to his friends.  It reminds me of the time when we were in our mid-twenties and he helped us set up a prank against some maid… but I think I’ve said too much…” he trailed on through the speech.

Katherine broke in through the stories about Edwin’s time in war.  “Rodney, is it true that you wish to avenge Edwin’s death?”

“What?  How did you know?  That was a conversation between me and Edwin!”

“Don’t mind that.  Upon hearing that you were going to attempt to fight Lazicron, I decided I should give this to you.”  She produced a small cloth map from her sleeve.

The map showed the country of Alvernon, and small portion of the northern lands of the Krider Mountains.  To the north of the mountains, there was some writing in an archaic language inked in.

“What’s all this?” Rodney asked.

“This map,” Katherine said equally confused, “is an item that belonged to Edwin.  I don’t know what the writings are for, but Edwin apparently wanted you to have it.”

“How would you know? He didn’t have time to fill out a will.”

“No,” she said quietly and unsure, “but he said he would need someone to go there for him, If he couldn’t.”

The casket lowered into the ground, and Rodney stood staring at this map, which apparently had some importance.  How could Rodney invade the personal business of Edwin?  It just didn’t seem right.  Besides… why pass through the land of the Berzerkers to get to it?

“Katherine,” Rodney said, looking up, “what do you… hey?  Where did you go?”

Katherine was nowhere in sight.  Rodney folded the map up and put it into the pocket of his trousers, and stared down into the grave of his mentor.

What in the world is all this about? thought Rodney.

Chapter VIII:

It was very early in the morning, maybe 3 A.M.  It had been at least three weeks since Edwin’s funeral.

Rodney tip-toed down the hallways, heading for the armory.

He came to a large iron door that held that room of swords, spears and armor put away.  Pushing as hard as he could, the door creaked and swung open very slowly.

“Ugh I hope I don’t wake anyone up…” Rodney muttered under his breath (which was nearly nonexistent from pushing the door).

Walking into the great hall of weaponry, Rodney glanced around for a suit of armor that would fit him nicely.  That one, maybe? No… too large.  Perhaps that one?  Way too small.  Ahh… now this one is nice.  Wrong color though… brass didn’t looked good.

Seeing a suit of nearly the same size, only steel gray, Rodney jumped at it.  It was perfect.  He picked up the bag that came with it and removed the arm and leg guards, and snapped them into place.  They could have fit better.

Alvernon armor is strange by some people’s opinion.  The knight would first put on his clothes, followed by chain mail.  Over his chest, there was a large, somewhat cylindrical breastplate that went down to the mid-stomach and around his back.  Then, the shoulder guards went on.  The arm and leg guards were just tubes of metal that snapped on around their respective limbs.

And now Rodney put on the last few pieces, the foot guards, which were large metal plates that fit over his boots, and finally the belt.  More plates hung from them, protecting the midsection.

Rodney looked at himself through a reflection on his newfound helmet.  Not that bad, he thought, Not that bad.

Now he needed a sword.  Something in a long blade… Rodney always found those to be the easiest to use.

Meanwhile, as Rodney continued his ‘shopping’, someone upstairs was awoken by the raider in the armory.  It was Voice, the chief scientist of the laboratory.  He thought it must be Rodney out for some late night star gazing on his telescope.

Pulling his wizard’s robe on, he went downstairs to see what was happening.  Passing down the basement hallway, there was considerable noise in the armory.

“Who, in this hour, would be down here…?” he muttered to the silent walls around him.

Pushing the door open, he shook Rodney with a fright.

Spinning around towards the door, Rodney hid the sword he had just taken down from the wall behind his back.  “I swear, I’m just looking, hahahah!  Nothing more!” he feigned.

“When did looking involve suiting up for heavy combat, boy?” Voice was obviously sarcastic, trying to calm Rodney down.

“Well… umm…,” Rodney fumbled, “I’m going to avenge Edwin.”

Voice’s face, behind his concealing collar, went into an expression of mild shock.  The kind you get when you hear something extremely stupid.  “That’s suicide!  I saw what Lazicron did to Edwin!  As a fellow wizard, I can say I have never seen someone do that to a man with a single energy blast!”

Rodney sat down on a pile of bricks.  “I know… but I have to do something… I always failed Edwin…”

“You never failed him!  He said that himself before he died!  You told me all about what he said when you came to borrow my telescope!”

Rodney was full of self-doubt and shame.  “He said I was a knight deep down.  I want to prove it to myself.  I think that defeating Lazicron would give Edwin’s spirit the idea that he didn’t die in vain… and I could become a knight too.”  He looked up to Voice for some kind of encouragement, anything at all.

“Then go,” bellowed Voice, “and prove yourself.  You’re pitiful looking enough.”

Voice turned away from Rodney and headed for the door.  He looked over his shoulder to the young, determined man behind him.  “And I certainly don’t want to report you for the crime of breaking into government property.”


Chapter IX:


It was mid-morning when he sat down in the woods.


He set his pack down, which held the ingredients for a few meals, a few maps, a sleeping bag, a canteen, and a telescope.


Rodney looked up to the trees and saw some birds sitting on some high branches.  “Eyo, little ones.”  The birds flicked away from the tree.


“Eh, same to you… might as well eat you if you’re gonna be like that.”


He looked around this clearing that flooded with sunlight.  “Might as well set up camp for right now… get some sleep and get ready to head out early tomorrow.”


He took off his armor plating and set it down.  He preceded to stretch, letting the weight of steel remove itself from his shoulders.


He gathered sticks for a fire, filled his canteen at a nearby stream, and dodged the air to ground attacks of the Ruks.


Returning to the clearing, he set the sticks and water down.  There was something different about the area now… he couldn’t put his finger on it though.  There was a shaking in the brush, and Rodney quickly turned around to see what it was.


Nothing.


“Strange…” Rodney muttered.  He thought that maybe it was something dangerous… you never knew what was in these woods.  But where were his armor plates?  He figured he must have put them under something.  He still had his chain mail on… that was good enough to handle anything in the forest.


There was another rattle in the brush.  “All right… whatever you are… come on out.”


Silence.


And shaking bushes all around him.  Where had he put that sword?  This was getting creepy.


More silence.  Deafening silence.


“He… hello?” Rodney stuttered.  “I hope that you aren’t going to hurt me or anything… or if you want money I’m sure I have a few silver coins in my pocket or…”


“IEYEAH!!!”  A barrage of tiny figures jumped from the bushes towards Rodney.


“Ahh! Get ‘em off!  Get ‘em off!” Rodney screamed as these tiny people beat him with rocks and sticks.  “Help!  I’m being marauded by very small people!”


Finally they started to back off, as what appeared to be their leader pushed through the crowd and bashed the overzealous ones on the head with his cane.


“Do you surrender to us, servant of the dark one?”


Rodney was, as any person who had just been beaten by very small people would be, confused.  “Of course I surrender!  But I don’t know who you’re talking about when you say dark one!”


“Liar!”  The small man whacked Rodney across the face with his walking stick.  “You serve the one who holds fire and you won’t say it because you’re a coward!”


“No really,” Rodney said between knocking pebbles and sticks from his face, “I don’t know what you’re talking about… I am a knight… err… not really a knight… of Alvernon.”


The chief of these little folk held his cane high and yelled, “Hold!  He says he is from Alvernon!”


Rodney breathed easier as the small man leaped off of his chest.  He slowly sat up, looking around at these things around him.  They stood ready to lash out at him again with a flurry of twigs and rocks.


The leader commanded Rodney’s attention.  “If you are from Alvernon… then you do not serve the dark one?”


“Who’s the dark one?  Better yet, who are you people?”


“Hmmph,” said the leader, “we are dwarves.  My name is Lopin.”


“Dwarves?  I thought your race went extinct hundreds of years ago.”


“Yes… we took to the caves,” he sighed, “because we were dying in the war against the dragons.”


“And the… dark one?”


“Lazicron… have you heard of him?”


Rodney was stunned to hear the name of his enemy.  “Lazicron?  What has he done to you?  What other crimes has he committed?”


“You’ve obviously heard of him.  Is he a common foe us both?”


The other dwarves cringed in thought of Lazicron.  He was obviously making a name for himself.


“He is.  He killed my master, Edwin.  But what has he done to you?”


“We dwarves, since moving into the caves, have taken to mining for precious stones and metals.  We often trade with elves.  Lazicron was apparently interested in something we were mining.”


Rodney thought for a moment.  “Other than for wealth… what would Lazicron need gems for?”


“He said he needed some kind of stone.  A kirod or something.”


Rodney searched his head for the word kirod.  “Never heard of them.”


“Neither had we.”


A red-haired dwarf interjected.  “Sir, don’t you think we should take this man to our village?  Lazicron’s soldiers could show up anytime soon.”


“Lazicron,” Rodney exclaimed, “has an army?”


Lupin was surprised.  “You didn’t know?  He has a force of at least a thousand strong.”


As if he had been hit in the back of the head by a rotten egg, Rodney went cold with shock.  “One… one thousand???”


“Aye.”


The red-haired dwarf piped up again.  “Master Lupin, let’s get moving.  Grole can hear something moving this way.”


“Alright,” Lupin said, looking back to where the village must be, “let us move.  Help Mr. Rodney up.  And put down the sticks, he’s on our side you fools.”


The other dwarfs all moaned and dropped their sticks, mumbling about how they hadn’t been in any decent combat in years.


Chapter X:


Rodney bumped his head more times than he could count coming down the small cave shaft.  Soon a brilliant fire could be seen at the end of the tunnel.


“That is Argot,” Lupin declared, pointing to the light, “our capitol city.”


Rodney was in awe of this underground society no decent souls had seen in years.  From the end of the tunnel, a great valley spread out below.  Dwarves wandered about from building to building, and the central fire was illuminating the entire town.


“When you’re ready,” Lupin interrupted, causing Rodney to look away from the sight above him, “please meet us in that building over there.”  He pointed to a rock hut with a wooden door.  “We wish to discuss Lazicron.”


Rodney nodded, and climbed down to the town, where the people stared at this huge being.  Rodney wasn’t all that tall… perhaps six feet, but to a dwarf, who was about three feet, he was quite imposing.  Of course, Rodney was disoriented from having to keep his head pointed downwards to see anyone.


He tried to reassure the confused villagers.  “Hi… uhh… my name is Rodney.  Don’t worry.  I’m not here to hurt you.  Just passing through.”


Some dwarves went on with their business, and others continued to stare at this human in chain mail, whispering what they thought of him to each other.


Rodney thought about how thirsty he was.  He could go for a good cup of cider, or a mug of ale.  “Excuse me,” he said to an elderly dwarf, “is there a tavern around here?”


The old dwarf looked up to him.  “What?  My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”


“I asked if there was a tavern here.”


“What?  Of course you’re in a cavern!”


“TAVERN!”


“If you want out of here so bad, leave!  We happen to like our cavern!”


Rodney thought for a moment.  “DO… YOU… HAVE… A… BAR… AROUND… HERE?”


The dwarf perked up.  “A bar?  Why didn’t you say so!”  He pointed to a hole in the wall with a sign over it.  “It’s that way.  Do you mind if I join you?  I’m a bit parched too.”


“Why not?  My name is Rodney, of the Alvernon military.  And who might you be?”


The dwarf took his glasses off and cleaned them on his shirt while talking.  “I’m Kriffin.  It’s quite interesting to meet an outsider.”  He his glasses back on and squinted to make Rodney’s face out clearly.


“It’s quite interesting to meet a dwarf,” Rodney replied.  “We humans always believed you to be an extinct race.”


Kriffin laughed as they walked to the tavern.  “We’ve just been down here since we went to war with the dragons.  We’ve grown quite accustomed to life down here.  Many of us think that if we leave the dragons will come back, others just don’t want to deal with the surface world, and some of us stay down for fear of that Lazicron fellow.”


Rodney, not paying attention to anything, hit his head on a stalactite.  “Ouch… err… yes, I know much about Lazicron.”  They passed through the hole that led to the bar.  “I’m out to fight against him.  Personal reasons.”


Kriffin’s eyes went wide open.  “What kind of shmuck are you?  Fight Lazicron?  We have no choice but to give up our mines to him because he’s so powerful.”


“Shmuck…” Rodney said in distraught, “is something I’ve been called a lot lately.”


They sat down at the bar.  Kriffin yelled to the bartender.  “Barkeep!  I’ll take a mug of ale, and what will you be having, my boy?”


Rodney’s spirit went up a little now that he could relax.  “I’ll have the same.”


Perhaps half an hour and four more mugs of Dwarven ale later, Rodney and Kriffin stumbled out of the bar, each a bit tipsy.


“Well, Kriffin… urp… it was quite nice to meet you… uck…”


“Yes, nice to meet you, lad,” (he hiccuped), “I hope to see you sometime in the future.  If you ever find yourself here again, come and see me.  We’ll visit the bar again.  Urp…”


“Yesh… hmm… I have to see Lupin over there.”  He pointed.


Kriffin waved good-bye.  Rodney tried to regain his composure and walked over to the meeting place.  Being somewhat drunk, it was hard to do so.


He knocked on the door of the stone meeting house.  “Lupin?  It’s me, Rodney.”  The door creaked open.


Lupin stared up.  “You’ve certainly took your time.”  


“Well, ya see, I met a great little guy… name is Kriffin.”


“Kriffin?  Probably got you drunk I suppose.”


Rodney’s eyes glazed over in thought.  “Yes.”


Lupin mumbled something about the situation being just great.  “Please take a seat, Mr. Rodney.”  Lupin took a place at the head of the table.  “Mr. Rodney, I would like you to meet Grole, our intelligence officer.  This is Hurn, chief mining manager.  And finally, Fraet, our militia leader.”


There was brief silence after the introduction.  Rodney spoke up.  “So what do you plan to do about Lazicron?”


“I say we take offensive,” said Fraet, who was definitely the shortest of the dwarves in the room.  He wasn’t the meekest though.  He looked just plain mean, his eyes stuck in a permanent glare.  “And use our mass force to fight a battle of attrition.”


Grole groaned and began to shoot down Fraet’s plan.  “I doubt that we can arrange anything like that.  While we might outnumber Lazicron’s stationary army right now, it grows larger everyday.”


Hurn jumped in.  “Set up defense around the mines!  That’s what he’s after!  The kirods… whatever they are.”


Grole agreed with Hurn.  “It would be wise to deter him from his main objective.  Of course, if we knew what he needed this would be much easier.”


“Of course it would!” bellowed Fraet.  “But putting some guards around the mines won’t keep him away forever.”


They began to bicker, swear, and generally cause disruption.  Rodney, who had moved back from the conversation, rejoined.  “I have personal reasons to fight Lazicron.  Why not defend the mines and let myself and a few of your men go after Lazicron?”


They stopped fighting, and sat back down.  Lupin commented.  “Not a bad idea… a small force… they’ll never expect it… but it’s still too dangerous.”


Fraet began to bellow again.  “It won’t be dangerous when I bring myself along with my elite guard!  Why, I could even round up a few Elven forces.”


Hurn thought for a moment.  “Sounds good to me.”


Lupin breathed a gust of relief.  “Good.  We shall begin the operation as soon as possible.”


Rodney, who was still a little drunk, yelled, “Brew for everyone!  Might be the last time you drink.”  He fell out of his chair.  “Lazicron, as soon as I get off the floor, you’re mine!”


Chapter XI:


The day had arrived: the dwarfs were going to launch the offensive against Lazicron.  One question remained though.  Where was he hiding?


Rodney stood to the front of the group, his armor recently shined and his sword sharpened.  Fraet and Grole walked along side him.  If anyone could find clues as to where Lazicron was, it was Grole.  He had a keen eye for detail, as well as a nose and ears for detail.  Fraet, of course, was there for the simple purpose of leading his fellow soldiers into combat.


“I’m sure,” piped up Grole, “that we’ll see something soon.”


Fraet and his men were tired and aggravated from wandering for five hours.  Fraet incarnated his anger into sarcasm.  “Yes, we’ll see something soon.  We’ll be seeing you hanging from a tree if we don’t find out anything soon.”


Rodney had taken the role of peace-keeper between the two.  “Quit it, you two.  Grole needs to concentrate if we’re going to find Lazicron.”  Rodney was, deep inside, unsure of whether or not this search would reveal anything.


Freat shouted quite suddenly.  “HALT!”  He looked more unpleasant than he normally appeared.  “We’ve been going around for hours.  Now I am a warrior… and I am used to marching long distances… but I demand that we sit down for a few moments and rest.”  He had gained the attention of the soldiers, who nodded their heads in agreement.


Grole rolled his eyes.  “Why not…”


Rodney looked to his canteen, which was empty.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes.  I need to fill my canteen.”  It made sense that all his water was gone by now.  A hot day, a suit of armor, and five hours of walking.  A guy just got thirsty under those conditions.  Little did Rodney know that fate had planned the entire scenario ahead of time.


He walked over some rocky terrain to a creek.  He started to fill the tank while watching the gray and green fish that darted around in its widened areas.  One stared at him, with tiny black eyes.  “Hey there, fish,” Rodney said, not knowing why he was talking to a fish, “what are you up to?”


The fish jumped from the water and spat a jet of water into Rodney’s eye.  “You little…” Rodney grabbed for the fish, who shot away from his hands.  “Just come over here I’ll make a dinner out of you.”


Rodney grabbed for the fish, slipped on a wet rock, and his entire body tripped over a nearby boulder.  Seeing that there was a long hill below that rock, Rodney made a feeble attempt to say “Damn.”  He hit the hill and rolled, covering his face from debris.  Blam, smack, crash, scrape.  He continued down the hill against his will.  Gravity was doing the walking here.


Finally, the ground seemed to be below.  Rodney knew what would happen- he would either hit bottom and survive with injuries, or be killed and have injuries that really wouldn’t matter anymore.


To his surprise, neither happened.  He hit the rock below, and crashed through the ground.  It must have been fairly thin rock for a speeding person to break it.  It must have been thin for anything to break it.  But that didn’t matter anymore, the impending tunnel floor did.


Bam.  Ouch.  Rodney, dazed, looked around.  He was in a tunnel, somewhat illuminated by the hole he had made.  It was definitely a man-made tunnel, because normal water erosion leaves smooth curves to the ground, not chunks.  He could hear voices far to his left.  He stood up, cracked various joints in his body, and shook away the effects of his fall.


He walked to the voices.  The tunnel became dark, but was illuminated again by a torch.  Obviously a well-used tunnel, thought Rodney.  The voices became stronger still.  Soon, a light could been seen.  Hopefully, these were hospitable people.


Rodney peeked down the end of the tunnel, which led to some stairs.  At the bottom, a room with tables and chairs was present.  Nothing sinister there.  Except for the rather tough looking people sitting at those tables and chairs.  There were black knights, the sworn enemies of chivalry.  There were various wizards… white and black mostly.  They were the practitioners of basic healing and combat magic.  Rodney was especially scared about the three Berzerkers that sat together at a corner table.  But the most disturbing of this lineup was the one sitting on a high throne in the center of a raised stone platform.


It was Lazicron.  No mistaking it… even though most of his features were hidden by his wizard’s robe, the cold eyes and dark blonde hair showed prominently in Rodney’s memory of him.  He was holding that book too.  The same book he had so long ago.

His heart ran cold with fear.  “Lazicron!  He’s here!”  Rodney panicked and couldn’t think of what to do.  Here was his chance to avenge Edwin.  But how to get in?  There were at least thirty soldiers in there, plus the big kahuna himself.

Finally he had an idea.  Bust on in.  Hey, it made sense at the time.  He would work things out as they came at him.

Rodney worked up the nerve to yell something he had wanted to say for what seemed his entire life:  “LAZICRON! I have come to avenge my master, Edwin.”

Everyone turned to the single pathetic looking man, who looked vaguely impressive in his armor and his sword drawn.  They then got up and ran at him.  Rodney squeaked an “Oh crap” out.

“STOP!”

 The mob halted in place.  It was Lazicron who had given them the order.  “Let him pass through.”  The soldiers looked confused.  “I said… LET HIM PASS!”  The group quickly formed a path for Rodney to follow.

Rodney walked with great fear.  He didn’t show it though.  He still had his sword drawn when he reached Lazicron.  “So why haven’t you killed me yet?” he asked.

The black robed man laughed.  “I haven’t killed you because I knew you would come.  I don’t see why I have to make this more of a humiliation for you than it has to be.”  He laughed again.  “I thought we could settle this man to man.  Make things a bit more even.  You get a chance to put a sword through my belly, I get a chance to stretch my little finger to destroy you.”

“Let’s go then,” Rodney hissed, going into and attack stance, “and I know I have little chance of defeating you.  I’m just content that Edwin’s soul can rest easier since I tried to avenge you.”

Lazicron went into a flurry of laughter.  “How endearing!  The squire defends the honor of his master.”

Rodney yelled and went into a charge at his target.  Lazicron sat still.  Rodney drew closer, maybe about seven yards to the wizard.  Lazicron sat still.  Rodney swung his sword.  Before he could go halfway into the sword’s arc, Lazicron lifted his arm and projected a shield of energy in front of him.

Rodney smashed face-first into the barrier, and fell backwards, unconscious.  Lazicron lifted his arm again and opened a white, triangular gate in the air.  He pointed to some of the Berzerkers in the corner.  “You two.  Pick him up and throw him through that gate.”  They saluted him and followed the order.  Rodney slipped through the white triangle, and it closed behind him.

One of the Berzerkers turned to Lazicron.  “Where does that portal go, sir?”

Lazicron chuckled again.  “Oh… somewhere in the desert I think.”  He looked up.  “I don’t know about you… but I could go for lunch right about now.”

Chapter XII:


Rodney went flying headfirst into the sand, leaving him in a heap of metal and flesh.  He sat with his head in the sand and his feet in the air for quite a while.  Then he realized that he was stuck in the ground.


He stood up slowly, stretching and cracking various joints.  He looked around.  The desert.  Great.  Just great.  He took off his armor plating and slung it around his shoulder.


He wandered aimlessly, thinking, as anyone in his situation would, that he could kiss his time on the mortal coil good-bye.  That was about the time his vision went blurry, and the world blacked out.


“Is he dead?”


“No, I poked with a stick.  He coughed a bit.”


“Are you sure he’s not dead?  Why don’t you poke him with the stick again?”


“What is it with you and poking dead people we find?”


One of the two voices above kicked Rodney in the ribs.  Rodney sputtered, coughed, and opened his eyes a bit.  Standing above him, there were two black wizards fighting over something.  Rodney slipped back into sleep.


He woke up surrounded by a cage.  All his things had been taken away.  “Oh wonderful… Sand Nomads.”


The guard at the other end of the tent looked up from what he was doing.  “You’re awake.  Finally.  You’ve been asleep for a few days.”  He picked up a leather pouch on the ground.  “Here, drink some water.”


Rodney grabbed the pouch and drank like it was the last water on the planet.  “Thanks.  I thought Sand Nomads left people they stole from for dead.”


“You’re an exception, as you’re apparently a knight.  David wanted to talk to you.”


“I’m not really a knight… just a shmuck.”


“David will be disappointed then.  Said he wanted to talk to some Alvernon officials.”  He pulled a key from his pocket and opened the door.  “C’mon now.”


Rodney stood up and followed the guard to a green tent.  The guard held open the front flap of the tent.  “Please go in, David is waiting.”


A short and wide wizard sat on a pile of pillows.  “Hello, Rodney.”  He looked up to the foreigner.  “Please sit down.”  Rodney knelt down to the ground waited for the wizard to say something.  “I’m David, leader of this group of nomads.”


“How… did you know my name?”


“I know a lot of things.  Of course, the fact we went through your bag helped us to figure a few things out.”  He pulled Rodney’s backpack out from behind him.  “We were quite interested by this map.  It’s written in an old tongue.  Even we wizards forgot it long ago.”


“I have no idea what it’s for,” Rodney said, recalling Katherine, “but I think it must be something important.”

