Illuisions of Grandeur

The following is the GM's narrative of a Fading Suns PBEM

GM: Buddy Chamberlain 

Players: 
Matt Seaborn playing Daroq ji Verlas
Tom Rybak playing Dame Tirzah Mahlon
AJ Willcocks playing Alloi Wydvill
Barney Chamberlain playing Klaa
Caedmon Parsons playing Baronet Fatima Koto Sinistra Castedra de Sutek
Dave Muller playing Ensign Jonas Avery
Mark Gomer playing Lord Valwyn Hawkwood
"Jahry" Thomas Hawkins playing Count Calas Hawkwood
Dan Ware playing Oblate Raymond Marlowe
Javier de Salas playing Don Arturo Alejandro Hazat de Salas
John Schmalbach playing Sir Andrew Gareth-Juandaastas

The Story So Far

Count Calas Hawkwood stood atop the ramparts of his castle, looking out to the east. What was he to do? Those bloody Vuldrok were at it again! Just three days ago they had raided a village on the eastern edge of his lands. How they got to the surface without being noticed was anyone's guess... 

"Sir?" came a soft voice, that of one of the palace servants. 

"Yes, what is it?" he replied, still staring east. 

"M'lord, there is someone to see you. A Director Killick Marzon, of the Scravers. He says it's urgent, and that he must speak to you immediately." 

Calas groaned to himself. "Have him meet me in the great hall. I shall be there shortly." 

The patter of bare feet on stone marked the servant's departure, and Calas closed his eyes, deep in thought. "I wonder what they could want now. Pancreator knows, I have enough on my mind as it is!" 

With that he spun on his heel, and strode off to meet Director Marzon. 

Walking through the courtyard, Lady Fatima Castendra, Baronet of House Hazat, was curious. She had been at this Hawkwood's estate for less than a week now, but had never seen these Scravers before. The oldest one, no doubt the boss, frowned as he spoke in low tones with a couple of his guards. Those two were clearly marked as Scravers. The other two guards, the human and the Ur-Ukar, must just be mercenaries of sorts, and they stood quietly looking on. Fatima wandered closer, hoping to get some idea as to what they were doing here. As she neared them, they quickly ceased talking, and one of the guards, a rough-looking woman, glared down at her. Pretending not to notice, Fatima continued on, crossing the courtyard, and taking a seat on one of the benches in the shade of the apple trees. 

On another bench, Dame Tirzah Malhon, a Knight of House Thana, chuckled to herself. She enjoyed the antics of younger (and noseier) nobles. She flashed a grin at Fatima, who returned it sarcastically. Tirzah liked Fatima, though. She was a nice young noblewoman, with much potential. What Fatima lacked in stature (being a mere 4 feet tall), she made up for in spirit. Since Fatima had arrived 5 days ago, they had managed to become rather well acquainted. They had both recently left their respective households to find their destiny, and were both hoping to gain some position in the Count's court. It seems Fatima had recently lost her father, and, not being the heir to his estate, had instead chose to buy passage on a merchant ship, and ended up here. Tirzah, on the other hand, had simply come here to seek her place in life. Having grown up in Hawkwood courts, it was a logical step for her. 

Fatima sat thinking. She looked over at Dame Tirzah. She was almost envious of the elder noblewoman and her dazzling good looks. But she knew she outranked her, and in the vicious world of court politics, that carried a lot of weight... 

The clattering of the main doors opening suddenly broke the quiet of the courtyard. A Hawkwood guard and a palace servant approached the Scravers, spoke briefly with them, and quickly lead them inside. 

Fatima and Tirzah were both almost instantly on their feet. Outdistancing Fatima with longer strides, Tirzah slipped through one of the smaller palace doorways, with Fatima quick on her heels. They saw the Scravers enter the great hall, and the doors shut behind them. Tirzah sighed, and Fatima chuckled as they took up the task of inconspicuously waiting. 

They didn't wait that long. About 10 minutes later, the Count appeared with the Scravers, neither one looking too happy. They bid farewell, and the Scraver and one guard left. The two mercenaries and the one Scraver (the lady that had glared at Fatima earlier) remained, talking amongst themselves. 

The Count turned, and noticing the two women waiting. He motioned them to himself. 

"Yes, m'lord?" asked Tirzah, approaching him, but keeping a polite distance. 

"As you have proved helpful in giving advice over the past month or so, I thought I might extend this opportunity to you. I am going on a quest, of sorts, and I thought you might wish to accompany me. And you too," he said, turning to Fatima, "You show spirit, and we could use some of that where we're going." 

The two ladies graciously accepted, and after further instructions, hurried off to pack their things. 

The Count gave some instructions to the Scraver and the human and Ur-Ukar mercenaries, and then went to prepare his own things. 

He mumbled to himself as he stomped up the stairs. "Curse those Scravers! Why did I ever get involved with them in the first place?" He sighed. That was too far in the past, though. There was nothing to change it now. All he could do was pray that the Pancreator's grace shone on him enough to let him live through this... 

Tired, hungry, and itching because of his heavy burlap cloak, Klaa crested the last hill on the road to Count Calas Hawkwood's castle. Stretching his six limbs, he sighed and recalled the events of three days ago. The Vuldroks had attacked just as he had been leaving the village. He had rushed back to aid the Hawkwood guards, who more than likely, if not for his aid, would have been completely overrun. Ah, but good deeds done by "monstrous beasts" are often over-looked. At least the Captain had said he'd put in a good word with the Count. Hopefully there was work for him in the castle ahead. 

The Count had just finished gathering his belongings when he heard his door creak open. 

"You are troubled, Little Calas... What is wrong?" 

It was Father Stephanus, the old family confessor. Ancient is more like it, thought Calas. Stephanus had served as confessor for his father, as well as his grandfather. He had to be at least in his 80s... 

Calas turned and gave a weak smile. "Father..." he said, "Yes, I am troubled. It seems the Scravers always find more problems." 

"Ah, I see..." replied the priest, looking on thoughtfully. 

"Yes. And now I'm afraid I must depart for a short time. Do not worry, I shall return shortly." 

"I will accompany you," said Stephanus, "You could use some help from the Pancreator from time to time..." 

Calas sighed. The last thing he wanted was to have to take care of this old priest whilst on this quest. But Stephanus seemed to read his mind. 

"Don't worry about me. I've not lived this long for lack of strength or ability, now have I?" he said winking. "It's yourself you should be more worried about." 

It seemed there was nothing he could do. "Very well," said Calas with a sigh, "Pack your things, and meet me in the courtyard. We shall leave before sundown." 

With that, the Priest backed out, and the Count gathered his belongings and headed towards the stables. 

The commotion at the main gates caught Dame Tirzah's attention as she entered the courtyard. Quickly crossing to get a better view, she noticed a large Vorox (is there such thing as a small one?) arguing with one of the guards in rough Urthish. It seemed the Vorox wanted to speak to the Count. Luckily for him, the Count was just crossing the courtyard at that minute and also noticed the commotion. 

"What seems to be the problem here?" asked Count Calas, growing tired of all the day's interruptions. 

"This... Alien... wanted to see you, sir." replied the guard with a sneer. 

The Vorox immediately bowed when he recognized who the Count was. "Your Majesty, I came seeking service in your household as a soldier. I was told you were looking for help. The Captian of the Guard at the village that was attacked said he would put in a good word for me." 

The Count grinned slightly. "So you are the brave alien who helped my troops three days ago..." He seemed to consider the situation. "Yes, I have work for you. In fact, I am preparing to leave, and seeing as you are already attired for travel, you shall accompany me." 

The Vorox bowed again and thanked the Count. Calas turned and headed towards the stables. He noticed the beautiful Dame Tirzah watching, and motioned for her to follow. "Come. You'll need a horse." 

It didn't take long for the rest of the party to show up in the courtyard. When everyone was ready, Count Calas Hawkwood bid the servants farewell, giving them last minute instructions, and entrusting them with the safekeeping of his house while he was gone. He had considered taking along an escort of his personal guard, but as the Vuldrok and the rebels were growing ever bold, he thought it best to leave all he could to guard his estate. 

The motley crew of a questing party left the gates just as the day began to cool. Count Calas, Baronet Fatima, Dame Tirzah, and Father Stephanus rode on horseback. Dharma MacAndrews, the Scraver guard, led the mercenaries on foot. The was Darao ji Verlas, a very mean looking Ur-Ukar, Tiberius of Kish, who looked more like a priest than a mercenary in his robes and half plate armour, and lastly Klaa, the Vorox, wearing his burlap cloak loosely around him, hiding some of his alienness. 

They headed out on the road running north-east, keeping a quick pace. They had not traveled far when they saw a pair of men approaching on foot. As they grew nearer, it appeared to be a Human and an Ur-Obun, both wearing the garb of House Juanaastas. 

Count Calas hailed the travelers and asked them who they were, and where they were going. The Human introduced himself as Sir Andrew Gareth-Juanaastas, and his Obun associate as Alloi Wydvill (who, Calas and the others noticed, had Human eyes, despite his otherwise Obun features). Sir Andrew told of how they had both arrived on Gwynneth and decided to seek work in the Count's court. Alloi quickly demonstrated his fluency in Obun and Vuldrok, as well as Urthish. 

The Count was impressed, and, after finishing up the proper introduction of his fellow Nobles, invited them to join their party. He apologized for the lack of proper mounts for the newcomers, but they understood, and graciously said they would travel on foot for the time being. 

Thus they continued their journey, a party ten strong. 

That night they made camp in a clearing on the edge of the road. All slept well, and a mercenary was kept on guard duty at all times. 

A little after midnight, Daroq ji Verlas, who was on duty at the time, heard a rustling in the forest. He listened for a moment. It was definitely something, or someone, moving. The wind doesn't crunch leaves or snap twigs like that... 

Count Calas Hawkwood is gently shaken from his slumber. He looks up to see the somewhat frightening visage of Daroq, the Ur-Ukar guard. 

"Sir," he says, almost whispering, "I hear two men in the forest. They seem to be coming this way. I'm going to see if I can tell who they are, but I thought you should be made aware." 

With that, he heads off towards the edge of the encampment. Calas sits up and looks around. The moon is only half-full tonight, but still bright enough to faintly outline the forest and the road. The dim campfire illuminates most of the encampment. Tiberius stands near the fire, assault rifle readied. 

The Ur-Ukar mercenary, Daroq ji Verlas, surveyed the forest slowly. Yes, someone was definitely out there. He quickly crept over Tiberius and woke him. 

"Stand guard for me. I'm going to check out some noises I heard." 

Then he made his way over to the Count's tent and woke him gently. "Sir," he said, almost whispering, "I hear two men in the forest. They seem to be coming this way. I'm going to see if I can tell who they are, but I thought you should be made aware." 

As the Ukar warrior hurried from the tent, turning towards the south, Calas grabbed his weapons and stepped out into the camp. Tiberius was standing guard by the fire. The moon was bright, and a cool breeze whipped through the camp, rustling the leaves of the large oak-like trees surrounding the road. The Count quickly made his way to the nearest tent and woke its occupant, Lady Fatima. 

"There are people in the forest." he said, pointing north. "Wake the others." 

And with that, Count Calas hurried out, and made his way to the woods on the south side of the camp. 

Fatima grabbed her staff and began to wake the others and inform them of the situation. After waking everyone, she returned to her bedroll to ready her other weapons, and returned to join the rest of the party as they prepared for whatever might come from the northern forest. 

He had been right. Two men hurried along through the forest, one carrying a spear, the other a short sword. They hurried directly towards the campfire, which, from the forest, seemed very bright. Daroq snuck around behind them, and was starting to match their pace when his armour caught on a branch and it snapped. Immediately the two men stopped and started looking around. 

Not wanting to lose the element of surprise, Daroq charged. He missed in the semi-darkness, though, and ran past the two. As they turned to get a look at their new assailant, Count Calas stepped from behind a tree and thrust his rapier into the back of the one with the short sword. The man let out a startled gasp, which turned to more of a gurgle as blood filled his throat. He choked up the blood, and dropped to his knees as the count withdrew his blade. At the same time, Daroq charged the man with the spear again, this time hitting and pinning him to the ground. The man, suddenly helpless, let go of his spear, and surrendered. 

"Back off!" barked Calas to the Ukar, sword pointed at their prisoner. Daroq quickly searched the man, and, finding no weapons, stepped away, picking up the spear as he did. Calas lifted the prisoner to his feet, and led him back to the camp, giving the Ukar orders to bring along the unconscious soul who had recently been skewered on the Count's rapier. 

Lady Fatima stood ready, scanning the forest, looking for any sign of the intruders. Suddenly, Sir Andrew Gareth-Juandaastas was beside her, his eyes hidden by his sunglasses, which seemed odd, considering that it was night. 

"There's no one out there..." he said, candidly, "They are on the other side of the camp..." And with that, he takes off at a quick pace across the road. 

Fatima, suspicious, due to the fact that they had just met this Knight and his alien companion earlier today, ran after him. 

"How do you know?" she called, trying to catch up with his longer strides. 

He turned to answer, but was interrupted as the Count emerged from the forest before them, leading a man in tattered clothing. Daroq, who had another man slung over his shoulder, flanked him. Calas called for Father Stephanus, and withdrew to his tent, taking both prisoners with him. Daroq followed, saying to Fatima, "Tell everyone to stand down. We've taken care of them." 

Count Calas, Father Stephanus, and Daroq all head into Calas's tent. Just as Calas about ducks into the tent, Sir Andrew steps forward. 

"My Lord, I would take it an honor, if you would allow me to repay your generosity in allowing me to accompany you, by aiding in the interrogation of the prisoner. I have had some training in the reading of body language, voice inflection, and other tell tale signs of veracity, and it would be my pleasure to place these skills at your disposal." 

At the same time, Fatima has turned and is barking out orders to re-schedule the watch duty. As it is nearly the equivalent of 1 AM, she orders it as such: 

1-3: Klaa & Fatima
3-5: Sir Andrew & Dharma
5-7: Alloi & Dame Tirzah

She suggests that those who are not on duty get some rest. 

As Calas considers Sir Andrew's offer, Dame Tirzah, looking at Sir Andrew, speaks up... 

"Sir Andrew may indeed be useful, milord. However this may be some political machinations. I too may be of service with my knowledge of both human and alien behavior and how it is employed in politics. I would not speak unless my lord wishes my advice and opinions." She turns to face the Count. "Of course even after my advice, my lord will always have the final decision as is proper." 

"I say again! Halt in the name of Count Calas Hawkwood!" 

Hombor Lazari barely heard the guards' shouts over the thundering of his horse's hooves on the dirt road heading northeast. He had to reach the Count, and no Hawkwood guards were going to keep him from his goal. 

The guards shouted again, and he could tell they were slowly gaining. He prayed that the Count was not far. Suddenly, he saw, through the trees, further up the road, the faint glow of a fire. That must be them! 

Sir Andrew stared at the small man sitting before him from behind his dark sunglasses. Behind him, Calas and Daroq watch. The man squirmed under the scrutiny, but said nothing. 

"What is you name, traveler?" Andrew began. 

"R-r-robert, s-sir." the man stuttered in reply. 

"And your companion?" 

"M-my br-rother, Thomas." 

"And what were you doing stalking around the forest at such an ungodly hour?" 

"We were simply hunting..." the man replied quickly. A bit too quickly. Daroq and Calas exchanged a suspicious glance, and Andrew suppressed a smile. 

"Oh really?" Andrew asked, "And what might you be hunting at Matins?" 

The man squirmed again and stuttered to answer, "Er...um..." 

"Yes?" 

The interrogated is saved, however, when Fatima poked her head into the tent. "Riders approaching. Very quickly, in fact." she said, and quickly exited again. 

Count Calas ordered Daroq to watch the prisoner, and hurried outside, Sir Andrew quickly following. 

The ship bucked wildly once again, and Jonas Avery was thrown to the deck. He grimaced in pain, and scrambled back to his feet. He continued to run towards the cockpit. At least he got those stabilizers locked down. He might just live through this one... 

The Vuldrok strike force had caught him just as he hit upper orbit. He never saw them coming. They quickly disabled his inferior guns and grappled his comparatively sluggish freighter. The barbarians had made quick work of looting his ship, and if it had not been for the rapidly decaying orbit of his freighter, they might have stayed longer and searched harder, leaving him a much poorer man, if not dead. Of course, that same decaying orbit now threatened to finish the job. His engines were shot, as were most of his precision control surfaces. Only basic maneuvering would be available, and that was only after he had locked down the stabilizers. 

The ship shook viciously again, and lurched to the left, slamming Jonas into the wall. Yes, that was definitely going to bruise. He managed to stumble into the cockpit and get to his seat. Strapping himself in, he stared out at the rapidly approaching Gwynneth forest, and the still distant mountains. He grabbed the controls, and began to ease the ship into as stable of a free-fall as he could. Pancreator help him, it was going to take all the skill he had, plus more than a little luck, to survive this landing. 

The horse quickly came to a stop before the Count and his "retinue" of mercenaries and nobles. Hombor saluted and blessed them. "My name is brother Hombor Lazari. I am but a humble Orthodox priest, and I have a message here for Count Calas Hawkwood." 

At that moment, the Count's guards arrived. "Sire, this man broke into your stables and stole one of your horses. We commanded him to stop, but he would not." 

Calas looked up at Hombor. "Is this true?" 

"I must confess, m'lord, it is. But I felt that it was justifiable, as I was commanded to report directly to you." 

"Report? What for? I don't recall requesting your service." the Count answered, truly puzzled. 

"Why, I am to serve as your new confessor..." Hombor stated matter-of-factly. 

Everyone was quiet. Calas' jaw dropped a bit, and he stared at the priest before him. "You must be mistaken. I already have a confessor, and he is quite capable." 

Hombor blinked, not knowing what to say. Obviously, there was a mistake somewhere here, but he was simply following his orders. He dismounted, reached into his pouch, withdrew two scrolls, and extended them to the Count. "I was told by the Archbishop of Holy Terra to deliver these to you and Father Stephanus." 

Calas took the documents, looking intensely at this man, hoping to see something that would help explain this confusing situation. Then he felt the shaking... 

It was very minor at first. The horses began to get skittish, and the rumbling grew louder, and the shaking greater. Suddenly one of the horses reared, throwing the guard to the ground. The other guard quickly leapt from his mount to avoid the same happening to him. 

The rumbling grew into a full-blown roar, and everyone was slammed to the ground, as if shoved by a giant invisible hand. The tents collapsed, and tree limbs snapped. The sky was covered for a brief instant as a giant silhouette passed over extremely quickly. The thundering boom that followed deafened everyone for several seconds. 

When all was calm, Tiberius looked up. The campsite was a mess. The fire had been blown out, but in the moonlight he could see scattered tents, equipment, and branches. As he rose to his feet, so did Dame Tirzah, who helped her maid, Sarai to her feet as well. The Vorox, Klaa, rose also, brushing himself off. 

From the Count's tent emerged Father Stephanus, lifting Daroq, who had blood running from a cut on his brow. Behind him came the prisoner, Robert, sobbing and holding his arm, which hung at a grotesque angle. 

As everyone began to help the others to their feet, and check each other's health, Tiberius noticed the fire on the nearby hillside. There, outlined in its own flames, and the moonlight, was the hulk of a spaceship, half-buried in the hillside. 

Blood trickled down Jonas' forehead. Or rather, up his forehead, and dripped onto the ceiling. He groaned and looked around. The cockpit was a mess... A very dark mess. A small amount of moonlight came in through a hole in the side of the ship, but all the displays were dead. He thanked the Pancreator for his luck, and, after checking to make sure he was whole and able to move, he fumbled for the harness release on his seat. He found it and promptly pulled it. His harness came loose, spilling him onto the ceiling of the now upside-down cockpit. 

He winced as he hit the metal plating, and then rose to his feet. He stumbled over to the locker at the rear of the cockpit and retrieved the laser rifle he had hidden behind it. He checked to make sure it was functioning, then climbed out the hole in the side of the cockpit, careful not to cut himself on the jagged pieces of hull plating. He looked around at the forest. Where in the Known Worlds was he...? 

Count Calas Hawkwood - being a clever man - sees an opportunity to off-load some of his problems at this stage. 

The first thing he will do is give the order to strike camp. Next, he will motion for Fatima, Father Stephanus and Daroq to join him - moving off to one side, the four of us standing just outside the camp, between the woods and the clearing - in the background, the raizing flames of the fire licking above the tree canopy. 

"My dear Lady, it seems the Pancreator has handed to me all my lifetime's allotted troubles on this one night - but I am not one to complain. In fact, quite the reverse, such strife is but an adventure - if looked at with the correct perspective. 

Yet, all the correct perspectives in the universe will not change the fact that there is trouble afoot and so I would ask your aid." 

Count Calas pauses for a few moments, collecting himself, ordering his thoughts and surveying the scene of the camp in chaos. 

"Lady Fatima, please take Sir Andrew, the Vorox, Tirzah and Tiberius to investigate the crash - I trust this matter to your capable hands. You must understand, I have needs to complete this 'quest' as quickly as possible, and this, perhaps, provides me with an opportunity to make speed...a small entourage is less encumbering....As a Hazat Baronet, I am sure you understand the logitistics of this matter. I tell you this because, as one noble to another, I feel you alone have the leadership qualities to handle the scenario." 

He ends his speech with a slight bowing of his head. 

He then dismisses her politely (after whatever she has to say on the matter) and turns to Daroq and Stephanus. 

"We three must journey on to the town to resolve this Scraver problem. We will have to take this Lazari with us - the issue must be resolved whilst we travel. Daroq, find Dharma MacAndrews - we'll need his Scraver lore in this matter. 

Father Stephanus, what do you think of this matter with Hombri Lazari ? Could it be a ploy by one of my rivals ? I am not a paranoid man, I just do not believe that such trouble as we face this night occurs without cause." 

The group is then disbanded as each goes to collect his gear. Whilst the band is equipping itself, Calas will find Baronet Fatima. 

"I apologise for thrusting such responsibility into your hands without prior warning but needs are as they must. Truth be known, I hoped to make this journey all the more inocuous by including yourself and Dame Tirzah. Not a one would suspect a mission of duplicitous whilst including members of friendly nobility. But - the size of the entourage is too unwieldy and this job requires a silent hand. 

By any means, should you conclude this matter with the downed star vessel, please - avail yourself of my facilities within my estate, else, there is a small inn within the town I have a claim with - the Pygmallium Star. I can be contacted there." 

He then rushes off to find Dame Tirzah and hurriedly explains to her. "Apologies, my lady, but I must take my leave of you. The matter I quest for must be completed with all speed, and so I place you in Baronet Fatima's charge. Please - give her the benefit of your counsel as you have myself. It appears I have run out of time." and with that, he gives a small bow, kisses her hand and heads off to continue the journey... 

Count Calas Hawkwood looked around at the carnage of the campsite. No one seemed to be hurt terribly, but it was a mess, to be certain. The site was now only illuminated by the moon and the bright flames coming from the wrecked starship which lay about 1500 feet to the north of the road. He motioned for Fatima, Father Stephanus, and Daroq to join him at the edge of the camp. 

"My dear Lady, it seems the Pancreator has handed to me all my lifetime's allotted troubles on this one night - but I am not one to complain. In fact, quite the reverse, such strife is but an adventure - if looked at with the correct perspective. 

"Yet, all the correct perspectives in the universe will not change the fact that there is trouble afoot and so I would ask your aid." Count Calas paused for a few moments, collecting himself, ordering his thoughts and surveying the scene of the camp in chaos. 

Fatima politely murmured, "Of course, milord." 

Calas turned to face them again. "Lady Fatima, please take Sir Andrew, Alloi, the Vorox, Tirzah and Tiberius, as well as three of the horses, to investigate the crash - I trust this matter to your capable hands. You must understand, I have needs to complete this 'quest' as quickly as possible, and this, perhaps, provides me with an opportunity to make speed...a small entourage is less encumbering... As a Hazat Baronet, I am sure you understand the logistics of this matter. I tell you this because, as one noble to another, I feel you alone have the leadership qualities to handle the scenario." He ended his speech with a slight bowing of his head. 

Fatima bowed, hand to heart. "You honor me with your trust, milord. Be assured that I shall not disappoint you. If I may ask, what is your pleasure when we have completed this task?" 

Calas answered, "By any means, should you conclude this matter with the downed star vessel, please - avail yourself of my facilities within my estate, else, there is a small inn within the town I have a claim with - the Pygmallium Star. I can be contacted there." 

Fatima nodded. "I will bring those you are trusting to me to the inn where we will await your pleasure. And if you should find you need us, we will be ready." 

As Fatima departed to inform the others of their orders, Calas turned to Father Stephanus and Daroq. "We three must journey on to the town to resolve this Scraver problem. We will have to take this Lazari with us - the issue must be resolved whilst we travel. Daroq, find Dharma MacAndrews - we'll need her Scraver lore in this matter. Father Stephanus, what do you think of this matter with Hombor Lazari? Could it be a ploy by one of my rivals? I am not a paranoid man, I just do not believe that such trouble as we face this night occurs without cause." 

Daroq headed off, and Father Stephanus looked at Calas, "I apologize, M'Lord. I did request a tutor from the Archbishops, to train and eventually replace me. I had no idea what sort of priest they would find for the task... Perhaps if we read the scrolls he gave you, we might find more information on this situation." 

Calas nodded, thoughtfully, but said nothing. He walked over to Dame Tirzah, who was readying her equipment. "Apologies, my lady, but I must take my leave of you. The matter I quest for must be completed with all speed, and so I place you in Baronet Fatima's charge. Please - give her the benefit of your counsel as you have myself. It appears I have run out of time." With that, he gave a small bow, kissed her hand and headed off to give Fatima some last minute instructions. 

Finding her, he said, "I apologize for thrusting such responsibility into your hands without prior warning but needs are as they must. Truth be known, I hoped to make this journey all the more innocuous by including yourself and Dame Tirzah. Not a one would suspect a mission of duplicitous whilst including members of friendly nobility. But - the size of the entourage is too unwieldy and this job requires a silent hand." 

"I certainly understand my lord. We will not fail you--and when we come to the inn, I will, somehow, arrange to keep our profile low." she answered. 

With that they each began to ready their respective parties, and departed the campsite, Calas continuing east on the road, Fatima cresting the northern edge of the road, making her way towards the starship wrecked on the opposite hillside. 

As he peered around at the dark forest, Jonas Avery sighed. He saw absolutely nothing. No clue of civilized life anywhere. Suddenly his heart leapt as he remembered... He had forgotten the jumpkey! He had left the charioteer jumpkey that he had used to get from Criticorum to Gwynneth in the Nav Room of the ship! 

He rushed back towards the gaping hole in the side of the cockpit. Slipping through, he made his way to the door at the back. He fumbled around for the keypad, and then realized that the ship was upside-down. Reaching for the left side of the door, he found the keypad, but discovered that it was inoperative. Frustrated, he reached for the releases on the side of the keypad, and popped it off, revealing a manual crank. It turned with a little effort, and soon he was in the corridor. Flames blazed up the hallway, giving him enough light to make it to the Nav Room, to which the door was jarred halfway open. 

He ducked into the Nav Room, and found himself in pitch-black darkness. He debated using his laser for illumination, but thought better of it. Stumbling through the mess of charts and equipment, he made his way to the navigational think machine, and the drawer, which was now above it. Pulling out the drawer, he reached out to catch the jumpkey. He barely caught the ring on the end of it, and as he clipped it to his belt, the ship shuddered and he heard a distant explosion from deep within. More explosions were heard, as was the clanking of metal... 

Breaking into a run, Jonas dashed out into the hallway. His skin was seared by a blast of burning hot air, and flames licked from the deck plates above him. Scrambling through the cockpit, and out of the ship, he felt another shudder. As soon as he was clear of the ship and could get to his feet, he ran up the hill, and over the crest, where he collapsed and thanked the Pancreator for his luck. 

"Hey, look! It's Lord Valwyn, the famous Questing Knight!" the small boy cried with delight to his friends. 

The tall knight chuckled and waved as he surveyed the Sutek landscape. Cities built on the ruins of cities built on the ruins of cities... This was the oldest world in human space, second only to Holy Terra. So here he and his companions had come, to help fight an unknown menace that was rumored to haunt the ruins beneath the capital. 

Beside Valwyn stood Don Arturo Alejandro Hazat de Salas, a tall and noble looking Hazat knight. He wore a black and yellow studded leather suit, and over that a hooded grey cloak. He wore a black-bladed scimitar at his side, and carried a duffel bag over his shoulder. He had joined up with Valwyn on Urth, as the Questing Knight was an acquaintance of his beloved grandmother, and had heard many good things about young Arturo. 

Next to him stood Oblate Raymond Marlowe. He was a Brother Battle monk, and his robes, half-plate armour, and stone-faced expression supported the fact. He carried a broadsword in his right hand and a shield bearing the Brother Battle emblem in his left. He had also joined Lord Valwyn on Urth, offering his services to aid on the quest. 

The three strolled down the street towards the local Muster guildhouse. It was a rather shabby place. A drunk sat on the street outside the door, and the sounds of fighting could be heard from the bar, which was on the first floor. They quickly made their way up the outer staircase to the second-floor office, and Valwyn rapped sharply on the wooden door. After about twenty seconds, it creaked open, and a smaller man wearing a leather jerkin with the Muster symbol on it looked up at the three men. 

"Yes?" he said gruffly "Whatdya want?" 

"I was told that I could find some information here," Lord Valwyn stated. "Information concerning whatever it is that has been attacking people and dragging them off to the labyrinths under this city." 

The small man squinted at the tall knight standing before him. "Hey... I knows you. You're that Questing Knight, isn't ya? Sir Valium or something or other... Yeah, I gots some info for ya. Come on in and have a seat, I'll tell you what I knows." And with that he turned and motioned for them to follow. 

Valwyn, Arturo, and Raymond followed the short man into a dimly lit room that smelled of cheap cigarettes and even cheaper beer. On the far wall was a rack of various weapons. The man motioned for them to take seats at the beat-up conference table in the center of the room. He then sat himself at the head of the table and began to unfold a map of the city. 

"The... thing... was first seen here, in the Miners Quarter." he said, pointing to a section of the map. "After a couple attacks there, it was seen here, in the Telhaus Market, where it slaughtered a shop full of Engineers. Messy business. Makes ya sick, the way it kill 'em. Anyway, the last attacks were here and here," the man said, pointing to a couple more spots on the map. "The Hazat warehouses, and the Scraver Yard." 

"Any clue as to what this 'thing' is?" asked Raymond. 

"Well, from one of my boys who was in the Scraver Yard on guard duty when it attacked, he said it was fast and looked like a shadow. One moment he saw something moving behind a pile of scrap metal, the next he was hit and knocked to the ground. He was messed up bad, too. Though he's lucky. At least he lived. Johnson wasn't so lucky." The man said solemnly. 

Just then the door burst open, and a man wearing Muster chainmail and carrying a shotgun appeared, trying to catch his breath. "The Beast just hit a Scraver caravan! Lt. Franz is calling for backup!" 

The small man leapt to his feet and grabbed an assault rifle from the rack on the wall. "Well boys, you want to get a shot at this thing, here's your chance!" 

The three were on their feet in an instant, and followed the two Musters out the door and down the steps. They squeezed on to the troop wagon that was waiting for them as the driver snapped the reigns and they sped off towards the ill-fated caravan. 

Fatima, Tirzah, and Andrew were on horseback, with Alloi, Tiberius, Klaa, and Sarai followed on foot. They made their way through the forest, reaching the valley with little trouble, and started up the opposing hillside. The wrecked ship loomed before them, about 50 feet away. The rumble of an occasional explosion could be heard within the ship, and the flames crackled high into the night sky from both the ship and the now burning trees. 

Fatima motioned for the party to stop. Dismounting, and motioning for the others to do so, she said, "Sarai, please hold the horses. Tiberius, I want you to circle around to the right of the wreckage. Vorox, you can do the same on the left. Tirzah, Andrew, Alloi, and I will continue on foot." She then takes out her staff, and leads the party on towards the wreckage. 

Arturo saw the plumes of smoke first. As they rounded the corner, they saw the carnage that was once the caravan. Bodies and body parts were strewn everywhere. Crates were broken open, their contents spilled onto the ground. The wagons were overturned, most blackened and charred. The Muster guards cursed at the sight, and the driver became ill. What could have done this and gotten away so quickly? It seemed inhuman... 

Valwyn's Group: 

...From behind the building steps a man wearing grey-brown heavy robes and a cloak. His squinted eyes twinkle and a lop-sided grin is on his face. Striding towards Valwyn, he introduces himself. "My name is Dugal. That was quite a speech you gave there. You're looking for the beast that did this, eh?" 

Lord Valwyn spins in Dugal's direction and quickdraws his vibroblade at the sudden appearance... He then slowly drops the blade and sheaths his weapon as it becomes obvious that Dugal is not a threat... at least not yet... 

"Dugal is it? Yes, it is the beast we search for and the beast we mean to eradicate. What know you of this foul creature? Be you friend or foe? How is it that you came to be here at just this moment? Any information you have concerning this matter would be quite useful to the Emperor and his humble servants..." 

The stranger quickly makes the sign of the jumpgate-cross and says, "You needn't fear. I am a friend. How I came to be here is quite simple. By my own two feet." His eyes twinkle again as he grins, and for some odd reason, he seems very sincere. The three adventurers, despite any suspicion they may have, strangely feel at peace with this man. 

"As for what I know of this creature," he continues, "...not much. I can assure you it is quite unholy and powerful, but this much you already know. Though I do offer my services as a guide, as I have lived on Sutek for most of my life, and am quite familiar with the under-city." 

Valwyn relpies, "Very Well, You are certainly welcome to join us if you wish. Understand that due to the nature of my service to the Emperor's Questing Knights, there is no predicting where our paths will take us. If your heart be true and strong, we would have you as both companion and friend..." Valwyn extends his hand and smiles warmly. "What skills do you possess that are noteworthy, or of particular interest in this matter?" 

Dugal clasps his hand around Valwyn's wrist in an ancient greeting only used in older Hawkwood families... "It will be a pleasure to accompany you and your companions. As for my skills... I have already mentioned my familiarity with the area. In addition, I am a compentent fighter, and have some familiarity with things of a more... spiritual nature." 

(GM's note: No weapons can be seen on Dugal at all, though he IS wearing heavy robes, so one can't be certain. Also, he bears no insignia of any sort. He bears nothing that would denote his alliance.) 

As Valwyn and Dugal spoke, Arturo walks over to the Muster and asks for some light sources. He then calls to Valwyn. "Seńor, I think I´ve got something to track on, it might be on that building here" He motions towards a long-forsaken ruined city block approximately 100 yards away. (note: in the opposite direction as Dugal appeared from) He then gets a very determined look on his face and says softly, "Ahí vamos engendro del infierno, vas a volver gritando a agujero negro del que saliste." (translated: "There we go, hellspawn, you are gonna be sent back screaming to the black hole you came from") 

Raymond meanwhile circulates among the corpses and closes eyes and administers last rights, as the Muster begin cleaning up the wreckage. 

One of the Muster soldiers mutters something about how "happy" the Scravers are going to be about this... 


Calas' Group: 

As they gallop along towards the village, Hombor leans forward to Daraoq, who he is riding with, and asks, "Might you be so kind as to draw closer to Father Sephanus?" 

Daroq silently complies. Then Hombor leans over to Stephanus and says, "Clearly, his lordship was not expecting me, so I have to assume that the request for an assistant and, if I may call it so, heir came from you Father. I would be most grateful if you would instruct me on what I can do to aid you, both now and in the general run of your duties. I'm afraid I have no experience as personal confessor to a member of the rural nobility and so I would deeply appreciate whatever you can tell me of the duties beyond the obvious exercise of the sacraments." 

Stephanus looks at Hombor, studying his face in the moon-light. "Child, yes, I did request an apprentice from the Archbishop. Obviously, you are who they have chosen. Though you are not what I had expected." His voice trails off, and he appears to be deep in thought. "Do not worry, though, I shall train you in all your duties. It will come... in time... For now you will serve your Count with utmost respect, as you are but his servant. By serving him, you serve the Pancreator. If he desires a prayer, you pray, if a drink, you fetch a cup. After you have mastered this, I will teach you more." 


Jonas: 

Jonas drops the rifle from his shoulder, and lifts his hands into the air. One of the ruffians comes forward and picks up the rifle, and then pulls Jonas' pistol from its holster. Returning to his place behind the leader, he hands them to his boss. The bandit chuckles. "Nice, nice. Now, then, if you would come with us..." He motions down the hillside (not the one the ship crashed into, the opposite side of the same hill) with his crossbow. 


Fatima's Group: 

Fatima begins barking orders, "Unless someone has a rainstorm up their sleeve, it doesn't look like we can do much with the ship. Klaa, I think you're the only one for whom its a real possibility but you and Tiberius should see what you can do reduce the probability of the fire spreading by moving some of those trees away. Otherwise, let's spread out and see if we can find anyone who got out, or dropped out, or whatever. Alloi, you're with Sir Andrew; Dame Tirzah, if you'll accompany me?" 

Tirzah suggests that they go to the left side of the ship, but to take it slowly, as there may be danger. Fatima looks at her with a questioning look. Tirzah smiles and shrugs, "Woman's instinct..." 

The holdings of Count Calas Hawkwood, Gwynneth Latins (3-6 AM), August 25th, 4997 

As Count Calas Hawkwood and his party trotted eastward down the dirt road towards the town that was their destination. Beside the Count rode the old Father Stephanus, eyes closed in meditation. Behind him and slightly to the side rode Dharma MacAndrews, the Scraver liaison. Her eyes roved the woods with deliberation, and she held her crossbow at the ready. Bringing up the rear rode Daroq ji Verlas. The mean-looking Ukar scowled as he rode on, and behind him on the horse sat Father Hombor, who seemed to be contemplating something as he looked around their moonlit surroundings. 

An owl swooped low over the forest, passing in front of the moon for a second, catching the attention of Hombor. He watched it sail silently through the night sky and disappear into a nearby tree. Leaning forward, he spoke to his Ukar companion. "Might you be so kind as to draw closer to Father Stephanus?" 

Daroq silently complied, and as he drew up near Stephanus' horse, Dharma dropped back to take rear guard. Hombor leaned over to the older cleric and said, "Clearly, his lordship was not expecting me, so I have to assume that the request for an assistant and, if I may call it so, heir came from you Father. I would be most grateful if you would instruct me on what I can do to aid you, both now and in the general run of your duties. I'm afraid I have no experience as personal confessor to a member of the rural nobility and so I would deeply appreciate whatever you can tell me of the duties beyond exercise of the sacraments." 

Father Stephanus opened his eyes and turned to look at Hombor, studying the younger priest's features intently in the moonlight. "Child, yes, I did request an apprentice from the Archbishop. Obviously, you are who they have chosen, though you are not what I had expected..." His voice trailed off, and he appeared to be deep in thought. "Do not worry though, I shall train you in all your duties. It will come... in time... For now you will serve your Count with utmost respect, as you are but his servant. By serving him, you serve the Pancreator. If he desires a prayer, you pray, if a drink, you fetch a cup. After you have mastered this, I will teach you more." 

Father Hombor Lazari nearly concealed the look of shock on his face, but it did not go unnoticed. He stared at Stephanus for a few seconds. "I... see. That is a, uh, succinct description. May I ask where our service currently leads us?" 

"We currently ride towards the village of Normath, which was raided by the Vuldrok Barbarians four days ago. Once there I do not know what our plans are. My liege has not been very open about the goal of this journey. As for the role of you and myself on this quest, the Pancreator has yet to reveal that. I felt it would be best if I accompanied my Lord Hawkwood on this, though I cannot say why." 

Hombor seemed to contemplate this, and they resumed their silent journey. 

*************** 

The flaming wreckage was that of a heavily modified Sentry-class League Escort ship, upside-down and nose buried into the hillside. The rear end of the ship loomed out over the party as they approached it. Above their heads, the trees that were not torn out of the way in the crash were now alight in the dryness of late summer. 

Klaa made his way up the left side of the ship as Tiberius rounded to the right. Lady Fatima, Sir Andrew, Alloi, and Dame Tirzah approached the rear of the craft as Tirzah's handmaid, Sarai, held the horses at the bottom of the hill. 

As the Vorox glanced up the side of the ship, he noticed a gaping hole torn in what appeared to be the cockpit. As he scrambled to it, flames belched from the hole, and then died back into a wild crackling. If anyone had been in there, they were toasty now. 

Further down the hillside, Lady Fatima said, "Unless someone has a rainstorm up their sleeve, it doesn't look like we can do much with the ship. Klaa, I think you're the only one for whom it is a real possibility but you and Tiberius should see what you can do to reduce the probability of the fire spreading by moving some of those trees away. Otherwise, let's spread out and see if we can find anyone who got out, or dropped out, or whatever. Alloi, you're with Sir Andrew; Dame Tirzah, if you'll accompany me?" 

Sir Andrew said to Fatima, "My Lady, perhaps it would be wise if myself and Alloi stayed here and secured the flanks. Undoubtedly others have seen this vessel crash, and others who would come to the scene may be of less savory character than ourselves. Not to mention the fact that if this crash was not an accident, those responsible will certainly be coming for their prize. We had best prepare for those eventualities." 

Fatima agreed with Andrew then turned to Tirzah, who suggested that they go to the left side of the ship, but to take is slowly, as there may be danger. Fatima looked at her with a questioning look. Tirzah smiled and shrugged, "Woman's instincts..." 

*************** 

Ensign Jonas Avery stared at the burning wreckage of his starship, somewhat stunned by the day's events. Suddenly he heard a rustling in the leaves behind him. Spinning around, he found himself face to face with three roughish-looking men armed with crossbows. The man in the center smiled maliciously. "Unshoulder the rifle slowly, and let it drop to the ground. And keep your hand away from that pistol, too." 

Jonas dropped the rifle from his shoulder, and lifted his hands into the air. One of the ruffians came forward and picked up the rifle, and then pulled Jonas' pistol from its holster. Returning to his place behind the leader, he handed them to his boss. The bandit leader chuckled as he looked over the equipment. "Nice, nice. Now then, if you would come with us..." He motions down the hill away from the wreckage with his crossbow. 

"Where are we going and what do you want from me?" asked Jonas. "You have already taken my two most valuable possessions... I don't have more of any value..." 

The leader shrugged. "I wasn't told why they wanted you. They just said to bring any survivors." 

"Who? Who said?" Jonas queried. 

The man smiled. "You'll see. Now start moving." He motioned threateningly with his crossbow. Jonas looked at the razor sharp blade on the end of the bolt and decided he wanted to keep that where it was, rather than in himself, so he reluctantly started down the hillside. 

*************** 

The slums just east of the Capital, Sutek Sexts (12-3 PM), August 25th, 4997 

Oblate Raymond Marlowe jumped down from the wagon and began to scan the area. He adjusted his sword on his back for a better drawing position. Don Arturo also climbed down, and walked towards the carnage. He knelt, putting some of his weight on his scimitar, took a deep breath, and took in the entire scene. As he inhaled he reeled a bit, as if suddenly dizzy, but he quickly overcame it. Lord Valwyn fumed as he looked at the mess. He got a steely look on his face, and his forehead furrowed in anger and determination. 

He turned to Raymond and said, "Oblate Marlowe, trusted friend, as a divine servant of the Pancreator and guardian of all that is holy and sacred might you lead us all in prayer for the innocents whose were butchered in such a craven manner here today so that their souls might know peace." 

Then, turning to Arturo, he said, "Don Arturo, your wits senses are more keen than mine own. Can you examine this place for signs or clues that might reveal what happened here today and why? We shall hunt this beast without rest until the lives of these poor folk can be avenged" 

After walking across the scene, he turned to face everyone. "I, Lord Valwyn Hawkwood, pledge in the name of the Questing Knights and the Emperor himself that the foul and wretched beast that took such perverse pleasure in committing this heinous atrocity shall be sent screaming back to the nine hells from whence it came. Its wicked presence here acts to blot out the holy flame and enshroud this place in its evil veil. We shall slay this spawn of hell and put an end to the wave of terror that follows in its wake. Justice, peace, and the light of Heaven will again be restored. Demon, I dare you show yourself and be undone!" 

When he finished, there was silence. All stared on, almost in anticipation. The wind whistled through the ruined and empty buildings on both sides. 

"Be careful what you ask for, Knight. It's not wise to make demands without knowing the consequences." came a lone voice from a nearby shack. 

From behind the building stepped a man wearing grey-brown heavy robes and a cloak. His squinted eyes twinkled and a lop-sided grin was on his face. Striding towards Valwyn, he introduced himself. "My name is Dugal. That was quite a speech you gave there. You're looking for the beast that did this, eh?" 

Lord Valwyn spun in Dugal's direction and quickdrew his vibroblade at the sudden appearance... He then slowly dropped the blade and sheathed his weapon when it became obvious that Dugal was not a threat... at least not yet... 

"Dugal is it? Yes, it is the beast we search for and the beast we mean to eradicate. What know you of this foul creature? Be you friend or foe? How is it that you came to be here at just this moment? Any information you have concerning this matter would be quite useful to the Emperor and his humble servants..." 

The stranger quickly made the sign of the jumpgate-cross and said, "You needn't fear. I am a friend. How I came to be here is quite simple. By my own two feet." His eyes twinkle again as he grinned and for some odd reason he seemed very sincere. The three adventurers, despite any suspicion they may have, strangely felt at peace with this man. 

"As for what I know of this creature," he continued, "...not much. I can assure you it is quite unholy and powerful, but this much you already know. Though I do offer my services as a guide, as I have lived on Sutek for most of my life, and am quite familiar with the under-city." 

Valwyn replied, "Very Well, You are certainly welcome to join us if you wish. Understand that due to the nature of my service to the Emperor's Questing Knights, there is no predicting where our paths will take us. If your heart be true and strong, we would have you as both companion and friend..." Valwyn extended his hand and smiled warmly. "What skills do you possess that are noteworthy, or of particular interest in this matter?" 

Dugal clasped his hand around Valwyn's wrist in an ancient greeting only used in older Hawkwood families... "It will be a pleasure to accompany you and your companions. As for my skills... I have already mentioned my familiarity with the area. In addition, I am a compentent fighter, and have some familiarity with things of a more... spiritual nature." 

As Valwyn and Dugal spoke, Arturo walked over to the Muster and asked for some light sources. He then called to Valwyn. "Seńor, I think I've got something to track on, it might be on that building here." He motioned towards a long-forsaken ruined city block approximately 100 yards away, in the opposite direction as Dugal appeared from. He then got a very determined look on his face and said softly, "Ahí vamos engendro del infierno, vas a volver gritando a agujero negro del que saliste." 

Raymond meanwhile circulated among the corpses and closed eyes and administered last rights, as the Muster began cleaning up the wreckage. 

One of the Muster soldiers muttered something about how "happy" the Scravers were going to be about this... 

*************** 

Fatima gestured for Tirzah to accompany her up the left side of the wreckage. Further up the hill she spotted the Klaa's glowing green eyes, and waved for him to accompany them. As they reached the top of the hill, Tirzah stopped and looked around. "I think I hear someone down the hill." She says, pointing away from the crash site. 

At the rear of the starship, Alloi turned to Sir Andrew. "Sir, there is someone watching us, and I do not think they are of our party." He pointed at the top of the hillside to the right of the wreck. 

Andrew, still wearing his sunglasses, looked in the direction Alloi pointed. "I think you are right." Andrew glanced up to where Tiberius is still inspecting the ship, then up the hill where Fatima, Tirzah, and Klaa were, then back at the spot where Alloi pointed. "Go get Dame Tirzah's maid... Bring her up here, and use these trees and the rear of the ship as cover." 

Alloi nodded and dashed down the hill. Andrew scurried up to where Tiberius was, and explained the situation to him. Tiberius nodded and headed up around the front of the ship to where Fatima was. Andrew headed back down to where Alloi and Sarai were. 

"Lady Fatima," Tiberius said as he trotted up to the three adventurers, "Sir Andrew and Alloi have spotted someone on the hill just east of here. They say the person is just watching. Sir Andrew is going to try to sneak around him if he can. He thought you should know what is going on." 

Fatima looked at Tirzah, looked down the hill towards the rear of the ship, and then down the hill in the direction Tirzah said she heard someone, then to the hills to the east. She contemplated the situation a moment, and then gave orders. "Tiberius, get down there with Alloi and Sarai. Dame Tirzah, go with him. Klaa, I want you to go down there," she pointed down the hillside away from the ship, "and see if you can find anyone. If you do, get back here and let us know. I'm going to head along the ridgeline and try to sneak up on our watcher, opposite Sir Andrew." Everyone nodded and agreed, and headed off on their respective tasks. 

*************** 

The sun began to rise over the eastern mountains of Gwynneth, spreading brilliant orange and pink sunbeams to set the clouds alight with the fire of the dawn. Dharma MacAndrews smiled for once at the beautiful sight. Despite her travels, she had never seen a sunrise that rivaled those of her native Gwynneth. 

Calas turned to the party, "Normath lies just over these next hills. When we get there, stay close until I tell you otherwise." 

The others nodded in agreement, as they began to ascend the next hill. When they reached the top, they saw below them a small village bisected by the main road. It would have looked most serene, with tendrils of grey smoke twisting skyward from a dozen fireplaces, and the birds chirping in the trees and on the plain below. 

It would have, if it weren't for the charred barn on the far end, and the tank and troop tents to the north. Above the troop tents flew the common banner of a spiked ball and chain. It was a Muster camp. 

Calas halted at the sight. "What are those Chainers doing here? I never called for them..." he growled. With that he kicked his horse into a gallop and rushed down the hill towards the village. Daroq was the first to follow suit, quickly followed by Dharma, and then the slower reaction of Father Stephanus. 

Two village militiamen met Count Calas at the bottom of the hill. Upon recognizing their liege, they quickly saluted in rather sloppy versions of the Hawkwood salute. Calas reined his horse to a halt and returned the salute in the proper manner. "Tell the Captain I would see him immediately." 

The militiamen acknowledged, and one of them quickly departed to the local militia hall. As the others of Calas's party drew up, the militiaman returned with an older looking man wearing the uniform of a Hawkwood soldier. The dark circles under his eyes and the glaze-over look they had gave away his fatigue, but yet he saluted the Count and stood at attention. "We are most honored with your presence, M'lord." 

"Captain, obviously you are not only a busy man, but from the looks of it, a tired one as well, so I will cut to the chase. I want to know who brought those Chainers here, and why." 

The captain got an annoyed look on his face. "Their leader told me that they are employed by Baron Richard Hazat-Hawkwood. They claim that Baron Richard has sent them here in an act of goodwill, to find and destroy the Vuldrok base camp. They arrived just yesterday, and their scouts claim to have found a sizable camp north of here. The mercenaries plan to move out in a couple hours for a surprise attack." 

Calas frowned. Baron Richard was probably the only other noble in the area who's ambition rivaled his own. Something wasn't right about this situation. 

*************** 

The flames of the wrecked starship had died to a smolder, and as the sun broke over the hills, a fog began to rise. When Sir Andrew reached the spot on the eastern hilltop where he had seen the watcher he found nothing but an empty clearing. There he found definite signs that someone had been there. There were footprints in the dirt, and after glancing around his eye caught a small glow near the base of a tree. Kneeling down, he picked up a half-smoked cigarette. It hadn't been lying there very long. 

Suddenly he heard the crackle of dead leaves behind him. He went to turn around, but was too late. Something heavy caught him in the left temple, and darkness washed over him as he slumped to the ground unconscious. 

*************** 

Klaa sniffed the air as the fog rolled up from the valley below. He had yet to find any trace of life down here. That prissy Thana noblewoman must have been mistaken. 

"Hey, keep those hands up!" came a rough voice further ahead of him say. 

Then again, maybe she hadn't been so wrong... 

The Vorox hurried ahead, trying to move as silently as he could. The fog was getting thicker. Klaa struggled to keep up with the strangers. They reached what appeared to be a rough footpath in the forest, which headed generally northeast. Upon reaching this, Klaa hurried back to let the others know what he had found. 

*************** 

When Fatima reached the clearing, it was totally empty. There were scuffmarks in the ground, and several pair of footprints going off into the forest. She was surprised that Sir Andrew was not there already. There was no way he could have taken longer to get there. 

Stepping into the clearing with her staff at the ready, she circled and waited several minutes. Finally, she decided that Sir Andrew must have not been coming. Perhaps he had already headed back. Perhaps with their "watcher" already apprehended. Quickly, she spun and ran down the hillside to where the others waited beneath the smoking wreckage in the morning fog. 

When she reached the others she asked if they had seen Sir Andrew. 

"No, M'lady, the last that I saw of him, he had headed towards that hill." replied Alloi. 

"I thought he would be with you..." said Tirzah. 

At that moment Klaa came bounding around the corner of the ship with his findings... 

*************** 

After cleaning up what they could of the caravan massacre, Lord Valwyn managed to obtain four lanterns, 50 foot of sturdy rope, and two days rations for himself, Don Arturo, Oblate Marlowe, and the newcomer, Dugal. They then headed off towards the building that Arturo had indicated. Upon reaching the doorway, Valwyn lit one of the lanterns and they ventured inside. 

It was a very old building, and there were holes in the walls and floors. What must have once been a stairwell had now collapsed, tearing a hole in the flooring. A light could be seen from the basement. Raymond pointed out a rickety ladder, and they all made their way down. 

There, in the basement of this building, in the stone of the wall, was the door to what appeared to be a vault or bunker of sorts. Just outside the door hung a fusion lamp, which was connected to a cable that ran into the open corridor that the door must have concealed at one time. They could not see much more than 50 meters down the corridor, if that. 

Arturo pointed to what looked like the footprints of a large beast in the dust. "See, these lead into the corridor." 

Valwyn nodded and led the way. Arturo kept his black-bladed scimitar at the ready. Raymond drew his broadsword and brought his shield off his back as well. Valwyn drew his sword and held the lantern before them in his left hand. Dugal did not draw any weapons, but rather simply walked with confidence behind Valwyn. 

After they had traveled about 200 meters, the corridor opened up into a room of average size. Along one side were half a dozen think machine consoles, long darkened, and along the other wall was two heavy duty doors, both closed. The corridor continued out the other side of the room. The party turned to discuss what they should do... 

Ascorbite Society

By Michele Ivo Polacco
Ascorbite society has been little explored in the past decades. The first-hand contact obtained during the recent months by a small party lead by an Amathean healer has shed some light on its inner workings. 

It seems that the main unity of Ascorbite social life is the "village" or "tribe" (Areyem). The terms seems to be interchangeable to the creatures. Each "village" stakes out a territory in the jungle, which may varies from a few thousand acres to almost a hundred square kilometers. 

The occupation of territory seem to be the defining feature of the village and, it has been supposed, the size of the territory is somewhat linked to the "importance" of its inhabitants, altough the exact correlation is mostly unknown, and density of food sources seems to be a factor. Villages can be above or under ground, but the second type is preferred, and can vary from a few dozen to almost three hundred inhabitants. 

The principal factor in the size of the village is, as it can be expected, the availability of food and shelter, as Ascorbite economy is virtually non-existent. The territories of the villages are inviolabile by anyone (with a few exceptions) and whoever trespasses is attacked and destroyed, unless the proper rituals are precisely followed. 

It appears that the Ascorbites see the human settlements as just another form of "village" whose rights to the territory they occupy has been acquired by combat, so they tolerate the human population of the planet. 

Also, some of the raids of the insects may be now explained as an attempt from one village to expand into the territory of another, rather than some form of retaliation or "anti-human" warfare as such. 

The great Ascorbite underground cities have been revealed to be religious, rather than population, centers. 

They remain nearly empty for most of the time, gathering large number of insects only during their infrequent religious festivals. The only permanent inhabitants of the cities seems to be the "wise" (see below). A city is also occupied should an external force threaten it. In that case, the Ascorbites of the area gather to defend it, if necessary to the last. 

It appears that their cities are, in fact, extended temple complexes, linked to their (still mysterious) religion. 

The villages, which can be both above and below ground, and are the true centers of Ascorbite daily life, are commanded by a "Chief" or "War leader" (Na'whelm), who seems, however, to have limited authority. 

While in times of strife and crisis he (or she, more on this later) has power of life and death over any member of the "tribe", in peace he seems almost uninportant, except for some cerimonial purpose. The most striking feature obsereved, is that the Ascorbites, in war (note, however, that the Ascorbites' concept of "war" seems to include a lot of things which we would consider different. For example, hunting), will heed any command of their leader, without question or objection. 

During the recent problems, the leader of a deep-jungle tribe has ordered a number of his warriors to run into what was known as a minefield, to clear a path by the simple system of stepping on every mine they encountered. The chief was obeyed unquestioningly, and wounded ascorbites even crawled further to detonate more mines, until they were completly dismembered. 

Chiefs come to power by duel. When the previous Na'whelm dies, a "wise" shows up, and finds the three most suitable candidates, places them in an enclosed area, where they fight to the death. The survivor is the new chief. 

The second important figure in a village is the "voice" (Lhorx), which seems to be some sort of ambassador. He is the only figure in a community which is allowed to cross the borders between the villages without being disembowelled on sight. 

It is so far unknown how exactly an Ascorbite ambassador is distinguished from an "ordinary" villager, but we suppose that some form of pheromones are responibile for the identification. The "voice" is responsibile for arranging the passages of the infrequent religious caravans from one territory to the other, and for the organization of the "meetings" to solve territorial disputes. 

The latter are usually solved by an unharmed duel between the two chiefs, or between other ascorbites (there seems to be some precise definition on which applies in each situation, but the differentiation is far from resolved). The duel is to death, and appears that the losing village's population is then destroyed and used as hosts for the Arme'tova. This is as much as hearsay, as it has not been experienced firsthand, and it may be an error of interpretation. 

It also appears that in some cases the "duel" (an'terro or le'hei. We do not know if there is some difference or the two terms are synonimous) degenerates in a free for all battle, sometimes even before the ambassadors cross the border. It is so far unknown if this is due to some tradition which forbids duels in some instances or it is very simply a form of surprise warfare, unsanctioned by tradition, or something else completely. 

Unlike the "chiefs" it seems that the post of Lhorx is given from one generation to the next by adoption. The "voice" adopts one of the new generation, and teaches him during his second stage. The new Lhorx then either kills the old one or leaves seeking a new position in a village whose Lhorx died without heir. 

Ascorbites seem to have two "upper" classes which are outside the normal village structure, and enjoy a generally uncontested right of free passage. 

The first is that of the "wise" (Layan); these people live almost always underground, sheltered in the great Ascorbite cities. They seems to be both religious and political figures together. They are religious in the sense that they lead the rites of the Ascorbites, including the infrequent sacrifice of metal, which seems to be their main cerimony. 

They are also the keepers of the lore of the people, something closely resembling viking skalds of Holy Earth. The "wise" also produce the Arbat'a and the Es'arbat, the two "special" ascorbite weapons. 

The "wise" are considered sacrosanct and is "bad luck" to hit one. Curiously, however, there seems to be some form of religious cerimony in which a "wise" is killed by the "commoners", altough, having not experineced this firsthand, we have to rely on the sometimes confusing Ascorbite description, and it may be some kind of funeral rites. 

Some of the "wise" have displayed psychic capabilities, altough none of these encountered seem to have stigmas of any sort (or maybe we would not notice them). It is usually possibile to recognize an Ascorbite wise for his (or her) very pale carapace color, due, probably, to their living underground. 

From the ascorbites tales, there seems to be an upper level of "wise", which are called the "wise among the wise" (Aherin'layan). These are the greatest minds of the race, which have achieved immortality (or reincarnation, or a very prolonged life, the tales are very confusing on the subject). 

These seem to wield absolute rulership over the race, for, it appears, a "wise among the wise" is to be obeyed without question in any circumstance by anyone else, or the offender faces instant destruction. These persons are "invisibile" (N'gai, altough this may mean either they hide themselves in some hidden sanctuary or they move among society under some form of cover), but they may show themselves in some unknown way. They are also responsible for calling a Teklyyb (explained later). 

The second dominant class is that of the "heroes" (Worassa). These are some form of holy warriors. They are recognizable by the fact that they carry crystal swords, but, it appears, not every such weapon is in the hand of an "hero". 

For what it has been surmised, there is some form of reincarnation theology behind this apparent contraddiction. Our data seem to indicate that the sword is the "receptacle" for the "soul" (theren, which could be the same word used for memory) of the warrior, which will "help" the bearer in combat, if he (or she) is deemed worthy. 

A sword can be carried, and used, by a non "hero", as the weapon allows itself to be carried around in its search for a new righteous wielder. The swords are apparently created by the ascorbite "wise", possibly using some unknown psychic process, altough the process, it appears, is one of the religious misteries of the insects' culture. 

Psychic and theurgic examination of the few available specimens have, so far, given completely negative results, but this could be a product of our inadequate equipment and/or procedures, rather than a true fallacy of the "receptacle" story. 

It is possibile that there are two types of crystal swords, because the ascorbites have slightly different names for them. The first, the more common Arbat'a, seems to refer to the weapon in the hand of a "commoner", while a sword wielded by an hero is called an "Es'arbat" 

In effect, ascorbite heroes are impressive warriors in unarmed or melee combat, even above the already fearsome capabilities of the general populace. There also are unconfirmed reports of psychic capable "heroes", and of some swords which exibit supernatural abilities, but this could be just ascorbite epic or myth, and we have no human witness of such a thing. There is another figure in Ascorbite society with warrants our attention. It is the "high leader" (Ya'welhm). This seems to be both a political and a religious figure. This is an uber-chief, leading anything from a handful of village to (teorethically) the whole ascorbite population. An "high leader" is chosen during a Teklyyb, which is a special meeting of the inhabitants of the affected area in one of the cities (usually the nearest, but some exception seem to exist). 

The gathering is called by the wise. An high leader is tasked to resolve a specific problem which threatens more than one village. After he succeed (or if he fails) he will be removed by the wise. 

The Ya'welhm is selected with the simple method of placing all suitable candidates (screened by the wise, we do not know with what sort of criteria, but it appears that only village chiefs or heroes are eligible) in an enclosed area and having them fight until only one is alive. If everyone dies, then the villages are given enough time to select another leader and the process is repeated. A Ya'welhm is to be obeyed in any circumstance, like a "wise" and has complete authority over anyone in his jurisdiction. 

The Ascorbites have also demonstrated an awesome capability at stealth. It has been reported that is nearly impossbile to hear an insect moving in the thick jungle even at a few meters'distance. 

They also seem to leave few to no tracks, which makes following a group of them nearly impossibile without advanced equipment (such as IR scanners or seismic sensors). 

They also have an innate orienteering ability. It is not completely known if this comes from a very detailed knowledge of territory, some form of "indications" which we aren't aware of (pheromones have been suggested), or even some form of natural attunement to the magnetic field of the planet. 

