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"That," said Lord Tallbirch, "was quite a story." 

 

Kornac Tallbirch, Lord Herald of His Grace, the Duke of Newcastle's corps of Heralds, 

knuckled his long, brown and white mustache.  

 

"Yes," Thorgrin replied, "but nonetheless true. So surely, my lord, you can see why I 

make this request." 

 

"To give up a commission that many young men would give their eyeteeth to have." 

 

Thorgrin smiled, "And for which I very nearly did, myself. Yes. I see no other honorable 

way. I can't let Mistress Rowantree take on this quest alone on my behalf." 

 

The two men sat in Lord Tallbirch's suite, in a parlor adjoining the Lord Herald's 

bedchamber. Tallbirch, a thin, laconic man of middle years leaned back in his plush chair, 

sipping tea while Thorgin, young and straight-backed, sat forward in his seat.  

 

The Lord Herald tip his teacup back and took a long sip as he considered. "No, I suppose 

not. But, lad, I cannot hold your place for you. And there is many a nobleman's son who 

can fill that place." 

 

"I realize that, my lord. I truly do." 

 

Tallbirch returned the porcelain to a side table, sighing. "You realize, lad, that I don't 

have to accept this resignation. That, if you leave against my wishes, I can have you 

arrested for abandoning your post and your oaths." It was a statement, not a question. "I 

invested a lot of time and energy in you, Thorgrin. You are a superb Herald and I do not 

wish that effort to be ill-spent." 

 

"An effort which I appreciate, my lord." It was true. Thorgrin had always considered 

Tallbirch to be a mentor, a father figure the likes of which Thorgrin had never known 

growing up in Southport. He was always a disappointment to his real father, even while 

excelling at his studies and being apprenticed to the Lord Herald of the Baron of 

Southport. But in the Herald corps, Thorgrin had found his place. And in Tallbirch, a 

willing teacher and a guiding hand into his manhood.  This is what made his next 

statement so difficult. 

 

"Nevertheless, you are presented with a choice. That effort will be lost whether I go with 

your blessing or without. I will be accompanying Mistress Rowantree, regardless. So 

either on quest or rotting in the dungeons, I will be of little use to the corps." 

 

Lord Tallbirch smiled behind his mustache. "Then you present Micellan's Gambit. The 

illusion of choice, but, in reality, no choice at all. Nicely done, my lad. We'll make a Lord 

Herald of you yet. 
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"I will approve your resignation, Thorgrin. You walk into enough danger without having 

to look over your shoulder for guardsmen at every turn." 

 

Thorgrin breathed an inner sigh of relief. He dreaded the thought of defying this man, 

even more than having to run from the law while on his quest. But it appeared he would 

be leaving on good terms with his mentor. 

 

Lord Tallbirch called a servant over who had heated wax ready in order for the Lord 

Herald to affix his seal to Thorgrin's letter. This would, in turn, be submitted to His 

Grace, for final approval--though, by all accounts, this would merely be a formality. His 

Grace allowed Lord Tallbirch free reign over his heraldic corps.  

 

Once the seal was affixed and the servant dismissed, Thorgrin removed his red cap and 

presented it, while on one knee, to the Lord Herald. Lord Tallbirch took the cap and 

gently placed it in his lap and motioned for Thorgrin to return to his seat. 

 

"What will you do once your quest is done, lad? Have you considered this?" 

 

Thorgrin pursed his lips. "In all honesty, my lord, I have not. I know not for how long nor 

where this quest will take me and it seems premature to make such plans as of now." 

 

The Lord Herald nodded. "I see, I see. Well, should you have the desire, you may be able 

to return to the corps, should you have a suitably impressive sponsor to blaze a path for 

you with your chosen patron. On a side note, it is entirely possible that I will be 

impressively retired by the time your quest is done. Something to consider, at any rate." 

 

Thorgrin smiled, catching the man's meaning. "Yes, my lord. Something to consider, 

indeed." 

 

--- 

 

"What do you mean, 'leave us'?" Karli hissed, outraged. Piper sat across from her in one 

of the libraries where they were both studying a map of the realm that Thorgrin had 

procured for them.  

 

"Look, I'm a liability. My...ability...is going to have the Church breathing down your 

neck as you pursue a quest which would already be questionable in their eyes. I think it's 

in your own best interest if I..." 

 

"...abandon me? Abandon your responsibility for this quest? Don't forget, bard, you got 

me into this. You suggested me getting involved in all of this magic stuff and now, when 

the going gets tough, you want to run?" Karli folded her arms over her chest and glared at 

the minstrel. "I. Think. Not." 
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"Perhaps I can pursue other angles for you elsewhere. Consult with other bards, try to get 

a bead on this Vriannon character. Then meet you somewhere along the way. I can still 

help without traveling with you and making your life needlessly complicated." 

 

"And where would we meet, cheesebrain? How would I know where you were? And why 

can't we simply pursue these bards together? Gaal knows we aren't getting much from 

this library." 

 

"You don't understand..." 

 

"No, you don't understand." Karli reached out and took the minstrel's hand in hers. "I 

need you to travel with me. Not because I need someone to talk to bards. Not because I 

need to hear music as I walk. And not because I need the Church to have another excuse 

to interfere in my quest. I need you to travel with me because you are my friend. And if 

there is one thing I need desperately on this quest it's going to be my friends." 

 

"But, the Church..." 

 

"Pshaw on the Church. You're just using them as an excuse because you're used to 

traveling alone. To being alone. Despite all your stories and songs and the nights you 

spend in taverns, you are lonely, Poric a'Kieranan. Lonely and in need of friends who 

know you, all of you, and still want to walk the path of life with you." 

 

Piper was silent for a moment. "You may be right." 

 

Karli sniffed and released the bard's hand.  

 

"But I do bring an additional danger to you that you don't need." 

 

"But you also bring me an additional set of eyes and a helping hand that I desperately do 

need. And that makes all the difference for me. If you truly want to go, go. It's your 

choice. But don't go thinking that it is for my benefit. It's only for yours." 

 

"I'll consider that." 

 

"Please do." 

 

Both considered each other over the table for a moment. Then Piper looked down at the 

map. "Now, remember, the King's Road passes through Nellin before pushing on to 

Tanynloch..." 

 

--- 

 

"The Fair Folk. I daresay I thought they were only found in the northern provinces, 

plaguing our Tumari cousins. I had no idea that they came as far south as Flameblade's 

barony."  
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His Grace, the Duke of Southland, was a handsome man with short sandy hair and a 

close-cropped beard. He motioned to one of the servants to refill his glass of milk and 

then circled the rest of the table in his gesture, allowing the other servants to deploy and 

serve his guests.  

 

It was the morning before the feast and the companion's formal presentation, but the 

Duke insisted that he wanted to meet this august company before formalities were 

presented. Along with Lars, Karli, Thorgrin, and Piper, the Duke dined with his lady 

wife, Commander Gryphonsbane of the Ringlord Garrison, His Grace's councilor Master 

Lyandus, and the Arch-Deacon of Southlund, Torthal Blackshield.  

 

"I find, Your Grace, that denizens of the Void are often found where one least expects." 

The Ringlord Archon gave a significant glance to Lars, who glared back over his eggs.  

 

"Well, now, according to the teachings of the blessed Oldred, my dear Archon, the fae 

may or may not be denizens of the Void." Arch-Deacon Blackshield was a large, jovial 

man in black robes, trimmed in blue. His bald pate was covered by a silver skullcap 

engraved with the Wyrmsign.  

 

"I also find, Your Blessedness, that it is better to be safe than sorry," The Archon 

responded, his tone clipped. 

 

"Of course, of course," responded the churchman, placating his colleague.  

 

Master Lyandus, dressed in well-cut but threadbare clothing beneath a long brown robe, 

turned his watery eyes to Karli and simpered. "I, for one, am scandalized that this young 

lady was forced to put a knife in a man when surrounded by other able bodies better 

suited to such dirty work." 

 

Karli gazed upon the man's stringy hair and oily countenance and gulped. She did not 

want this man's attentions. At all. 

 

Lars grunted. "Man cheated. Used magic. I'm glad she was there to do it, for one." He 

subconsciously rubbed at his chest where the necromancer's magic had roiled his flesh. 

"Besides, she has plenty of protection now." 

 

"That's true," His Grace noted, nodding to the Ringlord Commander. "From what I 

understand, you know your way around a sword quite well." 

 

"He spars well. I'll give him that," replied the Archon, coolly.  

 

 "I did what was needed at the time," Karli replied, her voice quiet and reflective. "I don't 

regret it, though I would not like to have to repeat the experience." 
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"Nasty business, that. Necromancy. She's performed a service to the duchy, Your Grace. 

Ridding it of such filth," noted the Arch-Deacon.  

 

"And she saved both my life and Master a'Kieranan's," Throgrin nodded toward the 

minstrel, who had been silent through most of the meal. "She is a hero. And that's what 

brought us here, to you, Your Grace." 

 

The Duke nodded. "I see that, Master Redthorn. I see that." 

 

"Speaking of sorcery," the Ringlord Commander stabbed his ham with a fork and placed 

a steaming piece of meat in his mouth. "I'm given to understand that yon minstrel knows 

a thing or two about such practices." 

 

Piper's smile was bright. "One shouldn't believe everything one hears from travelers, 

Commander. Tales from the heat of battle, especially so." 

 

"So you dispute the rumors, Piper? You are not a dread sorcerer, corrupting our souls 

with your enchanted pipes?" Her Grace, the Duchess laughed at her own words. 

 

"Any enchantment that comes from my pipes is based on years of practice, nothing more, 

Your Grace."  

 

The Arch-Deacon laughed. "Come now, my lord Commander. This is a breakfast, not an 

inquisition. I have heard these stories as well. And while I'm sure the good Sergeant is a 

fine soldier, I find his tale hard to credit." 

 

"At any rate," Thorgrin cut in. "The fact remains that the Sergeant is alive thanks to 

Piper's actions in the battle. No one can dispute that. Let's raise our glasses to our two 

heroes. With His Grace's leave, of course." 

 

The Duke nodded his acquiescence as all raised their glasses of juice and milk. 

 

"Will you do us the honor of entertaining us at the feast tonight, Master a'Kieranan?" 

asked the Duchess.  

 

"Of course, Your Grace. Of course. I have a song in mind, one fitting for the occasion." 

 

 "While I don't dispute that the Sergeant does, indeed, live due to the bard's actions, I'm 

not clear on what those actions were," The Archon stared at the minstrel, waiting for an 

answer. 

 

"A point, I think," replied the Duke.  

 

The Arch-Deacon and the Duchess both turned their gazes upon the pinned minstrel.  

 

"A stone." 
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All the eyes in the room turned to the Healer.  

 

"I beg your pardon, Mistress," the Duchess inquired. 

 

"He threw a stone at the man. Knocked him out. Stopped him from hurting the Sergeant. 

Simple as that." 

 

"A stone," the Archon muttered. 

 

Piper shrugged. "I am a musician. Improvisation is an acquired talent." 

 

The Arch-Deacon nodded to Karli. "And for Healers as well, I'm sure." 

 

 


