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Prologue
 
“Most people thought that the Battle of Far-gor would be the end of all things. All of us who fought there certainly did, myself included. For many, it was. No-one could have known that it would be remembered as a beginning. We should have paid more attention at Calhaneth, instead of trying so hard to forget. We should have paid more attention on the journey along that Dwarfspit canal. We should have paid more attention at Ostinath… but that’s another story, for another time.”
 
The DarkSlayer, as told to the Bard-Chronicler Lyssa of Callodon



 
1. Shock
 
Gawain rode at the head of the column, as he had for the past three days, steadily moving east along the path the elves called the Morrentill, the narrow track through southern Elvendere running from Ostinath to the plains of Juria.
Riding behind him, the wizard Allazar, who sighed again, quietly, and sadly…
 
“I am Raheen!” Gawain had cried, and the name of the extinct land far to the south had been like a battle-cry upon the young man’s lips. It had seemed to ring through the forest, up the slope of the ridgeway to the broad avenue known as Threnderrin Way; up to the elven forces assembled there denying them the passage north to Shiyanath.
At the time, Allazar had been stunned by Gawain’s rage, so fierce had it been. In all their long journeys together, the wizard had seen the young man upset, angry, even outraged, but never in such a fury as all those gathered at the Threnderrin Way had witnessed. Even now, the young king’s words blazed in Allazar’s memory, as did the vision of him pacing around the cringing form of the soolen-Viell elfwizard, Keeve, like a wild animal circling its prey:
“I tell you this, whitebeard scum! I tell you and all your kind and Thal-Hak and every elf hiding behind the skirts of this vakin Dwarfspit tree-filled den of treachery! I ride for the north! I ride to lead the pitiful and utterly futile forces gathering there to face Morloch and all the spawn he can muster and when I die there… When I and all the other kindred races of Man die there, I shall die holding you and all the inhabitants of this
‘spitsucking forest Morloch Collaborators for your betrayal!”
The terror on the soolen-Viell’s face had been obvious to all those gathered there, the eight others of Gawain’s party, and the one hundred and twelve thalangard loyal to Raheen’s queen, Elayeen. The shock when those words hit the elven forces and the elfwizard at the top of the slope, barring the gates against them, was astonishing to behold. As one the throng of heavily armed thalangard mustered there, wearing their arrogance and power and might about them like a cloak, recoiled, staggering back a full pace. Horses had whinnied, riders had squirmed and fidgeted in saddles and tried to calm them, and Gawain had paused, breathing hard, staring up the slope, his fury boiling like lava.
For the briefest of moments, Allazar had thought the young king would draw his famed longsword, and charge headlong up that slope to slaughter them all. But instead, with a final stare filled with boundless rage and hatred for the cowering elfwizard at his feet, Gawain had simply announced: “Mount up. We ride for war!”
Elayeen had protested, of course, when Gwyn trotted past her to the head of the column, Gawain seated proud and simmering in the saddle. The voice of Eldengaze had grated in Allazar’s ears just as it did in Gawain’s, though no-one else, it seemed, ever heard that awful, blood-numbing quality in her speech. “Do not block my vision with your light…” she had begun to pronounce, her usual litany of reproach whenever Gawain obstructed her view of their surroundings.
But Gwyn had reared up, squealing, forelegs kicking the air, the Raheen charger feeling and responding to her rider’s simmering rage. Gawain had twisted in his saddle, stared straight back down into Elayeen’s blind eyes, straight into the paralysing gaze of the Eldenelves. But such was the heat of his fury, the ancient Sight inflicted upon his queen by the Circles in the Great Hall of Raheen could not pin him.
“You will be silent!” Gawain had all but screamed at her, “I am Raheen! I do not ride behind harbingers of treachery! I do not follow in the footsteps of betrayal! Get behind me, all of you!”
And so they had. Elayeen held her tongue, they all did, and with Gawain at the head of the column, Allazar behind him, and the rest of those who had left Jarn together riding in front of the one hundred and twelve thalangard, they left the Threnderrin Way and the ruins of Ostinath behind them.
That had been three days ago. They’d rested, of course, along the way. The Morrentill had been created in elder times to give speedy passage to scouts and messengers from the plains of Juria, back in an age when elven scouts and messengers were commonplace in the world beyond the tree line. It hadn’t seen much use since the destruction of Calhaneth, or so Allazar had gleaned during one of their rest breaks. But it had been made for fast riders, and so in places along the way, before the limits of horse and rider could be exceeded, there’d been way-stations and resting-areas, and these too had been hastily cleared and reconstructed. And the clearance had obviously been undertaken well before their recent arrival at the terminus of the canal of Thal-Marrahan in Ostinath. The elves had known of their coming since the barge from Calhaneth bumped into the lock gates at the immense boat-lift, some six days south along the great water road from Ostinath.
There was food and water for horses, men, and elves, and spaces cleared of undergrowth sufficient for bedrolls to be laid out in reasonable comfort. Gawain had set himself apart from all of them, glowering darkly, content, it seemed, with the remains of dwarven frak he’d eked out on their long journey. Not for him the freenmek, or any other elvish food, taken from the Sutengard supplies at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, well over a week ago now.
For their part, the squadron of thalangard kept themselves to the rear and were more than happy to do so. Elayeen moved among them during the longer rest periods and at night, re-acquainting herself with old friends, or officers she had known during her own training, some perhaps she had once commanded. Among them, Meeya and Valin, who had shared the arduous and perilous expedition to the Barak-nor, northeast of Threlland, and though Elayeen was still in the grip of the Sight, that particular reunion seemed surprisingly happy and heart-felt. It didn’t take long before Meeya had completely supplanted the Gorian lady Kahla at Elayeen’s side, and Valin along with her. So it was that the two Gorians, Kahla and Jaxon, now spent all their time together, staying close to each other and to the Callodon scouts Rollaf and Terryn. And all of them utterly at a loss, unable now to do anything except follow where Gawain led…
 
We ride for war echoed in Allazar’s memory, and he sighed again.
“Do you have to keep making that noise?” Gawain said quietly.
“I’m sorry, your Majesty,” Allazar replied, easing his horse forward alongside Gawain as Gwyn moved a little to the right on the path. “I was thinking, and sometimes I forget where I am when I do that.”
“And what were you thinking about that could possibly make you forget where we are?”
“Oh,” Allazar smiled sadly in the gloom of the forest track, “About the coming war. But mostly about the lack of rabbits since we left Jarn.”
“According to Arramin, we should be out of this miserable forest and on the plains of Juria this afternoon. There’ll be plenty of rabbits there.”
“True, Longsword, but doubtless the only kindling for a cooking-fire will be green gorse, and only a fool would be stupid enough to light such kindling on the open plains. Or so I seem to recall you saying, though it feels like a very long time since you said it.”
“If it’ll stop your constant sighing I’ll bag a rabbit and cook it for you myself. It won’t matter much who sees the smoke. Not now.”
“You cannot mean that.”
Gawain turned his gaze to the wizard riding alongside him, and Allazar suppressed a shudder. It was like looking back in time and seeing again the hollow and lifeless eyes of the longsword warrior who’d roamed the lands south of the Teeth, slaughtering the Ramoth…
“Ah…” Allazar managed, “I see that you do.”
The King of Raheen turned his attention forward once more, eyeing the track and the forest either side of it.
“Are you expecting something, Longsword?”
“Oh, just war and death, wizard. What else waits for us in the north?”
Allazar shook his head, and then took a deliberate breath, obviously coming to a decision and straightening in the saddle. When he spoke, he spoke quickly, and though his voice carried a hint of trepidation, it also carried more than a hint of stern reproach.
“I cannot believe that you, of all people, of all those I know, and I know many including kings of men and dwarves… I cannot believe that you should cling to despair as you do. And worse, that by your words and by your deeds you should have sown the seeds of defeat amongst us all. Those thalangard warriors behind us seemed genuinely proud to ride with our queen once more, even though they are reviled as outcasts by their own people for doing so. Yet, after hearing your words at Ostinath and at the Threnderrin Way, they look as though they’ve been broken on the wheel. The only thing they cling to now is their loyalty to Elayeen, and she remains blind save for the Sight of the Eldenelves.”
“She seems to see well enough to have moved amongst them these past nights. And also amongst those on guard at the way-stations, or serving food and drink there.”
“They are her people. Or were, until she became bound to you, and you carried her out of Faranthroth. Now that her father has evicted us from her homeland and turned away from the Kings’ Council, this may be the last chance she has to hear her own tongue spoken by her own kind in her own land.”
“Behold my tears, wizard.” Gawain announced harshly, and swung his dry-eyed and angry gaze upon the wizard, before again scanning the track ahead.
Allazar grimaced, and was about to rein in and allow Gawain to move ahead in solitude once more when he suddenly changed his mind. “You cannot know that Thal-Hak has abandoned the kindred races any more than I can! For all you know, a thousand elven archers are waiting patiently for you at Ferdan, ready to be led into battle. This eviction may be nothing more than necessary gesture politics to appease Thal-Hak’s detractors and avert a crisis here, yet you in your unseemly and, yes, unkingly rage have branded all elves, and that of course includes even your beloved queen, traitor! Worse! You declare them all Collaborators! And, having judged all elfkind and pronounced sentence upon them, you crush the morale of those few friends and allies you have left by solemnly declaring that you expect nothing now save war and death!”
“I was also expecting that,” Gawain said quietly, nodding towards a broad clearing ahead, the late morning light brighter there for the lack of trees and their canopy overhead.
Allazar’s eyes widened. Arranged in an arc around the far side of the clearing, stood dozens of heavily armed and armoured thalangard, at full attention; and at the centre of the arc, standing in the middle of the warriors blocking the path, a robed elfwizard, leaning on a slender staff. At their approach, the elfwizard raised the staff a little, and a ball of light appeared at its end, glowing brightly, before suddenly it fizzed over their heads west along the Morrentill towards Ostinath, and the Toorseneth.
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2. Messages
 
Gawain rode without hesitation into the middle of the clearing, where he brought Gwyn to a halt. Allazar stopped just behind him on his left flank, Tyrane, to his right, with the D’ith Sek wizard Arramin beside the Callodonian officer. Slowly, as Elayeen and the thalangard entered the clearing, they fanned out, forming their own arc around the western circumference of the glade, facing those who barred their way to the plains in the east.
After a pause, the elfwizard slowly walked forward, halving the distance between himself and Gawain. And then he stopped. There was a brief and uncomfortable silence before Allazar eased alongside Gawain, and whispered:
“I believe, Longsword, he is waiting for you to join him.”
“Then he can wait.”
There was a sudden clattering from the south of the clearing, to their right, and Gawain flicked a glance in that direction before fixing it once more upon the elfwizard. Elves had erected a marquee to serve the last fresh food those departing would enjoy until they reached the plains of Juria, and someone, nervous no doubt at the spectacle in the clearing, had dropped a stack of wooden beakers.
Silence returned, and after a while the discomfort of all those in the glade seemed steadily to grow. Except for Gawain, who sat patiently in the saddle just as he had more than a year ago, when he’d waited in front of the Ramoth tower outside Bardin, in Juria. There, he’d sat quietly watching the mercenaries guarding the tower, they firing their arrows and bolts harmlessly short of him and he simply gazing back at them. It hadn’t taken long before their fear of the longsword warrior had overcome those guards, and they’d fled, leaving the tower and its occupants to suffer Gawain’s vengeance.
Around the eastern edge of the glade, the heavily armoured thalangard warriors shifted a little, helmeted heads first trained upon Gawain and his retinue, and then upon the elfwizard in front of them. Around the western edge, elven eyes flitted first to Elayeen, and then to Gawain, and then to the forces opposing them. Horses snorted and snuffled. Leather creaked.
The elfwizard took another pace forward. Gawain didn’t move. Instead, he flicked a glance down at the wizard’s feet. Shadows were at their shortest, it was noon, or close enough to it to make little difference. He remembered another noon, in the city far to the south, Calhaneth. There, in the ruined dome of the roundtower at the very heart of that dread place, the air would doubtless now be shimmering, pressure would be rising just as the tension was rising here in this final way-station along the Morrentill. There in the south, the horror was about to begin again, just as it had every day since wizards had brought destruction down upon the heads of all those who dwelt there, though whether by design or by accident, no-one knew. Here, too, something was about to happen, and it would likewise require a wizard to initiate events, just as it had in Calhaneth a thousand years before.
Gawain heard the soft approach of a horse behind him, and didn’t have to turn to know it was Elayeen. She eased her horse past Kahla and Jaxon and the Callodon scouts, and came to a halt beside Gwyn’s right hindquarters. But she moved no further forward than that, staying behind Gawain, just as she had done ever since he’d commanded all elves so to do back at the Threnderrin Way.
“There is nothing dark ahead.” Eldengaze announced, and though the voice was harsh as ever to Gawain’s ears, it was quiet, and would not carry to the elfwizard or the thalangard beyond him.
Gawain simply gave a slight nod of acknowledgement, and fixed his gaze upon the elfwizard. White hair, long and straight, slender of build, arm and hand, and but for the wispy white hairs on the delicate chin, distinctly girlish. The elfwizard took another pace forward, making what seemed a theatrical use of his slender staff in the manner of a traveller’s walking stick. That staff paled, though, in comparison to the heft and lustre of Allazar’s Dymendin, resting now on the First of Raheen’s right boot where it poked through the stirrup.
Finally, the tension unbearable and having received no response from Gawain, the elfwizard spoke.
“I am Serat, of the Ahk-Viell.”
“Ahk-Viell is the highest rank of their order,” Allazar whispered, “You have met one before, at Ferdan, the elfwizard Pahak, also of the D’ith Sek council, who served Thal-Hak as Elvendere’s First.”
Gawain said nothing.
“I bear a message, from Elvenheth and Thal-Hak, for the Crown of Raheen and she who is his consort.”
Allazar’s expression darkened, and without waiting for word or sign from Gawain, announced loud enough for all in the clearing to hear: “I am Allazar, First of Raheen, and at Kings’ Council in Ferdan, Elvendere himself recognised Raheen and his Queen before the eyes of the world! The Ahk-Viell shall do no less!”
Sparks fizzled and danced nervously atop Allazar’s Dymendin staff, and the elfwizard’s eyes widened a little in surprise. And then, first with a grimace and then with a sneer which was likely meant to pass for a smile, Serat of the Ahk-Viell inclined his head a little.
“My apologies. No offence was intended. I shall rephrase. I bear a message for the Crowns of Raheen, from Elvenheth, and Thal-Hak.”
“That’s a bit better,” Allazar mumbled under his breath, just loud enough for Gawain’s ears.
“Then pass the message and step aside, whitebeard,” Gawain said, ominously calm. “Yours is a face I remember, and not with fondness, and I’ve no desire to waste precious moments of my life waiting upon you.”
Serat’s arrogant smile faded. “The message is for no ears but those of the Crowns of Raheen. So I am instructed, so shall it be.”
“Captain Tyrane,” Gawain announced casually.
“My lord?”
“The wizard, my lady, and I will advance. Should anything remotely alarming occur, you are at liberty to destroy any threat which stands between us and the plains.”
“Aye, my lord.”
Serat of the Ahk-Viell took another pace backwards as Gawain, Elayeen, and Allazar dismounted. Rollaf and Terryn advanced, crossbows at the port, and behind them came the sound of wood on wood as a hundred and twelve yard-long shafts were nocked to strings.
“Elf does not kill elf,” Serat announced, and though he tried for smugness, he failed. “This threat is both idle and futile. It is also entirely unnecessary.”
But Gawain’s expression remained fixed and determined, and Serat had seen it before. The elfwizard took another half-step backwards.
“I see you remember me too, whitebeard,” Gawain said softly when the elfwizard was within range of his longsword, its hilt jutting ominously above the young man’s right shoulder. “Perhaps my lady doesn’t remember you though. After all, she wasn’t herself at the time, dying as she was in the Circle of Faranthroth, while you and others of your kind stood by and watched.”
“I merely did my duty…” Serat’s eyes flicked nervously from Gawain, to the hilt of the longsword, and to Elayeen’s downcast blind eyes.
“And I did mine, to your brethren and comrade, when I split that whitebeard bastard in two before your very eyes. The message from Thal-Hak, and quickly. I recall the first time I met elfwizards, too, and how my lady came to be athroth, and already I feel a strong compulsion to do my duty by her and avenge the suffering your kind inflicted upon her.”
The Ahk-Viell’s grip tightened upon his slender stick, knuckles turning white. But it was not anger or fear of Gawain which tightened the elfwizard’s muscles. Elayeen’s expression had darkened, the memories of athroth agonies pushing to the fore within her, up from whatever depths the Sight of the Eldenelves had buried them. And she had lifted her eyes…
“Release him, Eldengaze,” Gawain said quietly, after a slight pause, and she did, after a slightly longer one.
Serat’s breath exploded in a tremulous sigh, and his grip upon his staff relaxed. What degree of arrogance or certainty in his own position and power he may have possessed before this encounter had fled at the first glimpse of Elayeen’s Sight.
“Speak, whitebeard, my patience has limits and your breed exceeded them a year ago.”
“Your words at Threnderrin Way were no sooner spoken than repeated in Elvenheth,” the elfwizard announced hurriedly, “And the insult you uttered echoed in the Thallanhall and shall blight all memory of you for as long as records survive, and our records endure for millennia… these are the words I am commanded to speak!” Serat hastily explained, seeing the anger rising in those before him.
“Continue.”
“…and our records endure for millennia. Our land is attacked, all of our forces are needed to defend a border a thousand miles long, and the enemy in the north is trivial in numbers compared to the foul hordes gathering in the west. The Viell have told us of the great wave unleashed against Morloch, we know the breach in the Teeth is sealed. It is for men and dwarves to defend their lands, we shall defend our own. Go, and return not, for you are not welcome here, nor are those who go with you. Do not approach our borders, we shall not tolerate trespass.”
“Are you finished?”
“I am to give your con… your queen, this.” And from his robes, the Ahk-Viell withdrew a slender wooden block, and held it out to Elayeen.
But she didn’t see it. Elayeen saw only the light of life, and so she saw only the light of the elfwizard’s extended hand. Gawain reached out to take the object but Serat snatched it back.
“It is to pass from my hand to hers, and no other between!” the elfwizard asserted.
At those words, Elayeen held out her hand, Serat touched the end of the block to her palm, and her fingers closed around it. In those brief moments, Gawain saw that it was in fact a box, the joints so well-made as to be almost invisible. A band of gold, perhaps an inch wide, sealed the box, and the unknown contents within. Without hesitation, and without a word, Elayeen slipped the box into her tunic.
“Now are you done?” Gawain asked.
“Yes. You are at liberty to take what final refreshments you wish, for horses, men, and the outcasts who ride with you, and then, in accordance with the Thallanhall’s orders, be gone.”
“Not before you take my words back to Thal-Hak.”
“What are they?”
“They are these: Morloch needs no Pangoricon of foul creatures to assault and destroy this miserable forest. It takes but one arrow tipped with Ignisium and loosed on a summer’s day to raze this den of treachery to the ground, and that arrow may come from any direction with a wind at its back to fan the flames. He needs no spies dressed in a wizard’s clothing to bring about the defeat of all Elvendom, elves were defeated long ago. You’re nothing but pale shadows of the shining forebears who built the wonders of Calhaneth and Thal-Marrahan. Where they once soared like eagles, you flit like moths, daylight shades lurking in the gloom of the canopy, fearful of venturing onto the plains lest the bright light of day burn you to ashes.
“Yes, the breach in the Teeth is sealed. True, there will be no flood of Morlochmen from the beyond the mountains. Instead, the spawn already preparing for battle in the north shall, with reinforcements from the west and with dark wizardry at their command, burst through our feeble defences and spread like locusts, devouring all in their path down to the southern seas.
“And there will be no-one, Hak, neither man nor dwarf nor elf, to read your worthless records however long they might endure. No-one, but Morloch.”
Gawain leaned forward a little, and he added: “Tell him. Tell them all.”
“I shall,” Serat asserted. “If there is nothing else?”
“There is one more thing,” Gawain announced. “Get out of the way. I’d sooner stick pins in my eyes than remain in this miserable forest a moment longer than necessary.”
Serat eyed Gawain, and then Allazar, but refused to look at Elayeen. Then he turned to the north, and moved away to stand before the cordon of thalangard there. He raised his staff, closed his eyes, and with Gawain’s words fresh in his memory, sent another ball of light fizzing west along the Morrentill towards Ostinath. When that was done, he made a simple gesture, and the guards blocking the eastern exit from the glade began moving well clear of the path.
Gawain was about to turn to walk back to the horses when he suddenly caught sight of one of the armoured thalangard who’d stepped clear of the Morrentill and was walking towards the southern edge of the glade by the marquee. There was something familiar in the elf’s gait, and in the intense dislike, perhaps even hatred, with which the elf regarded Gawain. And regard Gawain he did, with frequent and furtive glances.
“Longsword?” Allazar prompted.
“Wait. I know that elf, give me a moment to think… yes, I have it. Come with me, both of you.”
A slight movement from Tyrane reminded Gawain that his retinue were still on high alert, and so he quickly raised his right arm and gave a signal for them to stand down but remain cautious. Serat’s thalangard shifted nervously, following Gawain’s movements closely, but as yet, there seemed to be no cause for alarm. One elf, though, began to look distinctly uncomfortable as the three of Raheen strode directly and purposefully towards him.
When they were three feet from the elf in question, Gawain stared long and hard at the warrior, who shifted nervously and refused to meet his gaze.
“My lady,” Gawain said softly, and Elayeen stepped forward. “You will not recall this thalangard. His name is Yonas.”
Elayeen’s head tilted up, and then her eyes lifted, and locked with Yonas’ astonished gaze.
“Yonas served in Elvenheth. When I carried you from your rooms there to take you to safety in Threlland, it was Yonas who shot me in the back with an arrow. Only the arrowsilk cloak given me by lady Merrin spared my life, and since you were throth-bound to me and hovering on the brink of death, spared your life, too.”
Sweat began to bead on Yonas’ brow, but he could do nothing, he couldn’t move, couldn’t look away, could barely breathe; he was pinned by Eldengaze and held fast in her grip as Gawain continued.
“I fell to my knees, as I recall, but held you close and safe. Your brother, Gan, had this elf seized, and offered me his life. But my arms were full, and this would-be assassin is throth-bound to another. I told Gan to let Yonas live, and said that one day, we would meet again, and that you would decide his fate. That day has come.”
Wordlessly, Elayeen stepped forward, and Yonas’ eyes widened in horror. She reached up, took him by the throat and pushed him backwards, past his astonished comrades who parted and hurriedly moved aside and away. Back further still, towards the trees at the edge of the clearing, and just as she had with the Sutengard at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, Elayeen deftly brought Yonas to his knees with a flick of her heel.
The elf couldn’t breathe, but there was no struggle, just an expression of horror and pain on his face. Elayeen leaned close and whispered, a stream of elvish, but too quiet for anyone other than Yonas to hear. For what must have seemed an age to the stricken elf, she whispered. And then, with a final thrust of her hand on his throat, Eldengaze released him. Yonas gasped for breath, and clutched his throat, rolled over, and then wept uncontrollably as Elayeen returned to stand beside Gawain.
At once, Gawain turned towards the horses, gave a signal, and when the three of Raheen were mounted once more, they left the glade at the trot, ignoring the food and supplies on offer there, eyes fixed on the east and the Morrentill, sparing not a glance for the stunned elfwizard and his contingent gazing after them.
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3. Superiority
 
Some two hours after the encounter at the way-station, the gloom seemed to lift a little. The trees were thinning. The column had alternated between riding at the trot and at the walk, Gawain ensuring that Gwyn kept her pace slow enough for the laden packhorses behind them not to suffer unduly. Gwyn was excited, she knew there was good grass ahead, an end to the weeks of tedious travel, no more of the great water road and the confines of the barge. And an end to trees, and gloom, and nothing but leaf-fall and humus beneath her hooves.
Gawain knew it too, yet he also knew that the plains meant an end to the relative safety which the nine who’d set out together from Jarn had together endured over the past two weeks. The plains meant travelling north, and north meant war. There was, he knew, only the faintest ember of hope that the war could be won by the kindred races. What forces Brock of Callodon, Willam of Juria, and Eryk of Threlland might have been able to muster would certainly be outnumbered, and with dark wizardry and the creatures of a bygone age at the enemy’s disposal, also hopelessly ill-prepared and ill-equipped.
Gawain cast his mind back to the short ride across the flagstones of Ostinath, the column clopping towards the gap in the trees that marked the beginning of the Morrentill. He still did not know why Ostinath was in ruins. There’d been no sign of any catastrophe as there had at Calhaneth, no elvish mantra of warning declaring that no-one would ever venture there. He’d looked over his shoulder, and had seen that snivelling whitebeard bastard Keeve of the soolen-Viell, sending up one of those bright white ‘snow-balls of lightning’, a message, firing it off to some elfwizard high in the great and fabled roundtower called the Toorseneth…
Now, up ahead, perhaps half a mile arrow-straight along the path, Gawain could see a narrow column of bright green at the end of the corridor of trees; the plains of Juria. The end of their journey through the forest, and the beginning of their journey to war. Gwyn bobbed her head and Gawain squeezed his knees and muttered a word of gentle restraint under his breath, more for his own sake than for hers. Dotted about them in the forest, standing in the boughs of trees or more blatantly at the side of the Morrentill, elves of the Eastguard were silently, and sullenly, watching their departure from Elvendere.
…Well. It had been that signal, sent to the top of the Toorseneth, which had shown Gawain that a glimmer of hope yet remained for men and dwarves when Morloch’s army began its march across the farak gorin. He didn’t know what the message had contained, nor did he care. Just as he no longer cared why Ostinath had apparently been abandoned at the same time Calhaneth had been razed to the ground; razed by a conflagration started, one way or another, by wizards.
It was true, Gawain acknowledged, he’d felt stunned and angered by Thal-Hak’s eviction order, and Gan’s helpless and hopeless “There is nothing I can do.” It was true that Gawain had felt outrage at the sneering soolen-Viell, and the hidden whitebeards within the crumbling walls of the Toorseneth. And yes, it was true that later at the foot of the Threnderrin Way, he had been outraged by the elven forces barring the way north. If only those forces and the Viell were at the farak gorin, combined with the squadron riding behind Elayeen, the lowlands would be strengthened immeasurably by the power and accuracy of so many elven longbows. Yet there they’d been, standing idle, doing nothing worthwhile, simply barring the way north against Gawain.
But… the snow-ball of lightning which had fizzed up and away to the unseen whitebeard in the Toorseneth had sparked an insight, and more, within the King of Raheen.
What was it he’d said, as the head of the column entered the shade of the Morrentill?
“I’ll tell you what we have, Allazar! Between Morloch and all the lands south of the Teeth? Between the armies of the north, with whatever creatures their black wizardry may summon forth from the Pangoricon, between that and all things living? We have nothing. Nothing but the farak gorin and two wizards. A river of stone, and a couple of sticks!”
Allazar had been quite correct, those words had rippled along the column as though they were a rock heaved into a pond. Gawain certainly hoped they’d reached the ears of that Dwarfspit soolen-Viell behind them. Shoulders had slumped as the full impact of those words sapped pride and strength, courage and confidence, morale crumbling.
Yes, yes there was still a faint ember of hope. The Toorseneth and the glimmer of fire that had been the soolen-Viell’s message had reminded Gawain of other towers, blazing in the night. Ramoth towers.
 There had been so many of them. It should have been impossible for one man alone to have wrought such devastation upon the Ramoth and their mercenary guards. Gawain had years of training and preparation to thank for that, and also the ghost of a man long gone now…
 
I’m confused, Captain, a much younger and far less wiser Gawain had said to Captain Hass of the One Thousand, so long ago, at one of many dinners shared with officer-cadets after a hard day’s training.
How so, your highness? The elderly officer had promptly responded between mouthfuls of dark wine.
Well, you have taught us to be creative in battle, to adapt and to be flexible. You’ve taught us to plan carefully, and to be ready for when those plans inevitably fail horribly on first contact with the enemy.
Hass had drained his glass and reached for the nearest bottle with one hand, and a bread roll with the other. So I have, your highness, so I have. Wherein lays your confusion?
They have Generals too, and Captains, and plans. Surely, they too will be creative, and adapt, and be flexible?
The enemy? Of course. Never underestimate ’em. Always best to assume they know everything you do, and are better than you are. Then you won’t be surprised if they do, and if they are.
Then who wins?
Hass had paused in surprise at that, glass poised at his lips, bread dipped in his soup. Not sure I follow, y’highness?
If they’re as creative and flexible and as astute in military matters as we, how can we win? How can anyone win?
At that, Hass had put down the glass, set aside his sopping bread roll, and stared long and hard at Gawain through those shrewd and rheumy old eyes.
In any conflict, your highness, Superiority prevails. Whether it’s hand to hand, man to man, or two armies engaged in conflict, the superior wins. Superior strength. Or superior speed. Or superior numbers, weapons, tactics, cunning, ferocity, courage, belief, intelligence. Superior quality. Often, in two well-matched armies face to face on the field, it’s simple numbers which carry the day. But a lesser force may prevail if they have superiority in other qualities. You simply have to assess your enemy, deduce which qualities he lacks, and ensure that his lack is in an area in which you have superiority. Or, Hass had smiled, and with a twinkle in his eye, picked up his glass again, you have to be creative in order to give yourself that superiority.
 
The Ramoth and their mercenaries had lacked many qualities, but chief amongst those they lacked, in common with bullies in playgrounds and groups of drunks and gangs of idiots, was courage in the face of resolute opposition. It was simply beyond their comprehension that anyone would oppose them, and beyond their imagination that a lone man, utterly fearless and careless of death, would willingly, no, enthusiastically, hurl himself at them. Gawain had even told them he was coming. At Bardin, a few days ride north of the border with Callodon, he’d sat saddle upon Gwyn in plain view of the tower, and done nothing more than gaze at them from slightly beyond the range of their weapons. His reputation had done the rest.
And that was why the sight of the Toorseneth and the memory of the Ramoth had given Gawain what he needed to keep alive that ember of hope for victory in the coming war. He had prevailed against Morloch’s vanguard. He had vexed the blackhearted bastard time and time again. And he would do so once more. It might cost him dearly, perhaps it already had.
But Gawain knew precisely what he must do, and even now, he was doing it. And he had been doing it, ever since that moment on the flagstones of Ostinath when he’d caught sight of the soolen-Viell sending that fiery message to the Toorseneth.
Trees thinned, and between them could be seen great strips of green and verdant grassland stretching away before them, and under the sullen scrutiny of elven Eastguards, Gawain smiled. It was a cruel smile, the smile of a man who possesses a powerful secret and is merely waiting for the right moment to unleash it.
Oh yes, Morloch, time to vex you again! Here I come!
With the sun warming his head and shoulders, Gawain grinned, and with a cry, gave Gwyn her head, and they thundered down the last hundred yards of the Morrentill and out into the brilliant sunshine on the plains of Juria.
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4. Well Met, My Lord!
 
Gwyn’s hooves had barely touched the grass of Juria when she let out a whinny of elation, and jumped high, as though she were clearing a fence or wall, such was her joy at the vast open space before them. At the head of the column and with no-one to see, Gawain’s features cracked into a broad grin and he leaned forward, urging Gwyn on, and on she galloped. A hundred yards, two, three, wind making hair and eyes stream. After the confines of the barge, the constraints of the canal, and the gloom of the forest, horse and rider of Raheen were once again where they could move and see and breathe with freedom.
At five hundred yards, and dimly aware of the column trying to keep up behind him, Gawain eased Gwyn out of her thrilling charge, and turned her head towards the northeast, and the tents and wagons he spied there, a camp nestled on the banks of a broad and shallow stream a mile or more from the tree line. The banner streaming from the topmost tent-pole bore the colours of Juria. Gwyn slowed through the canter and trot and finally to the walk, and as Gawain nimbly dismounted, he caught sight of something streaking skywards above the Jurian camp. Moments later, a bizarre orange flower seemed to blossom high in the air above the tents, and then the wind had it, and pushed it away to the south. After a few silent moments, the column forming a ragged line behind Gawain heard a faint whoosh and then the loud report of the maroon.
“Dismount!” Gawain called over his shoulder, and in no time at all Allazar was beside him.
“Shouldn’t we ride in to the camp, Longsword?”
“Why? It’s a short walk and the exercise will do us all good. Besides, it’s been a long time since our horses have seen good grass, much less eaten it. Let them enjoy it.”
“Such as it is,” Allazar mumbled, “After the summer these plains have clearly enjoyed.”
“It’s better than the roughage they had to endure along the canal, and green enough after the black and tan of the forest floor. And it looks like a Jurian officer is coming to meet us, saving us the trouble.”
“So I see. Odd that they were encamped so close to the entrance to the Morrentill.”
Gawain shrugged, and shielded his eyes against the glare of the afternoon. “The maroon they launched is of more interest to me. They’re obviously signalling others.”
“My lord, how would you like us disposed?”
“Ah. Thank you, Captain Tyrane. The head will close up, scouts on the flanks please. That camp with its streaming banners is ostentatious enough to suggest there’s not much of a threat about, but at Jarn I said we would arrive together at Kings’ Council and I mean to keep that promise.”
“Aye, my lord.” Tyrane gave a hand signal, and Arramin advanced to join Allazar. Rollaf and Terryn, equally delighted now to have room to move on familiar terrain, took up their positions, and Kahla and Jaxon moved closer.
“It seems your lady prefers the company of her new elven guides, my lord.” Tyrane advised quietly.
Gawain tossed a glance over his shoulder and saw that Elayeen had indeed hung back some fifteen yards from them, flanked closely by Meeya and Valin.
“So be it, then. She’s well guarded. Where are we, do you think, Arramin?”
“Eh? Oh, oh I should think we are yet a fair distance south of Ferdan, my lords. We travelled almost due east by the north-needle, and if I am correct, three or four days south of that town.”
“We’ll soon find out for certain, Longsword, here comes that rider.”
“I think I know him. I think you do, too.”
Allazar shielded his eyes, but shrugged, clearly not recognising the officer who slowed his horse and reined in some twenty yards in front of them.
“Well met, my lord!” the officer called, dismounting, his uniform dusty and stained from prolonged exposure in the field.
“Well met indeed. Captain Byrne, of the Royal Jurian Cavalry, is it not?”
“It is, my lord! I’m honoured you remembered me!” Byrne smiled, and the smile seemed to light up his eyes and his expression. He also seemed intensely, and strangely, relieved. He halted about ten feet from Gawain, and after briefly eyeing the party before him, gave a formal salute. “Welcome to Juria.”
“Thank you. Though we weren’t expecting a welcoming party.”
“Nor were we expecting such a large escort, my lord. Will the elven contingent now be returning to the forest?”
“No, they will continue on to Ferdan with us. You were expecting our arrival, then?”
“Aye, my lord. Almost ten days ago a rider from Elvendere carried word to Ferdan to say that you’d be emerging from the forest some three days ride south of the Ferdan track. I was sent by King Willam himself to provide escort and camp comforts for you and your party.”
“Ten days? That would’ve been about the time we encountered the Sutengard at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan,” Allazar grumbled.
Gawain nodded. “I was once told by a Jurian forester that all the forest south of the Ferdan track was Jurian territory. I’m afraid your maps are wrong, Captain. It’s most definitely Elvendere territory, and for a long way south of here too.”
 Byrne shrugged slightly. “I doubt it makes much difference now, my lord. Not now that Elvendere is elvish once again. Our orders are not to approach within a double bow-shot of the tree line, anywhere the length of the forest, and never mind the Ferdan track.”
“And the maroon you sent up?”
“A recall, my lord. We didn’t know exactly where you’d emerge onto the plains; the elves only gave the Council a vague indication, so I’ve had riders out, north and south, watching for your arrival. If you don’t mind me saying so, my lords, all at Ferdan were astonished to learn that you and your party were so far north of Callodon.”
“A long story, Captain,” Allazar sighed, catching the scent of cooking meat on the breezes. “Is that rabbit on a spit?”
“Beef, Serre wizard, on a griddle over coals. My orders are to ensure that between now and your arrival at Ferdan, you’re all well fed and rested from whatever travails you may have endured on your journey. The Council is anxious for your arrival but not at the expense of your health.”
“Never mind the wizard and his obsession with rabbits, Captain. What news of the north? Have Morloch’s forces advanced yet?”
“I have dispatches for you my lord, which I am sure will explain all. I also have a crate of supplies specifically for yourself, sent by Lord Rak of Tarn. If you please, my lords, I would feel much happier were you all safely encamped, and once you and your party is refreshed and in possession of the dispatches I shall of course be at your disposal.”
Gawain nodded, and with obvious reluctance gave the signal to mount and ride for the camp. He’d been enjoying the walk on good grass, as had Gwyn. The complete absence of trees blocking his view every twenty feet or so made the world somehow cleaner and brighter, the colours and shades warmer, the azure sky and its wisps of white high cloud like an ocean of air above them. It was good to be out of the forest at last.
 
At the camp, tented grandeur compared to any they’d made in the past four weeks, Gawain deployed the thalangard on perimeter patrol, and though they obviously didn’t enjoy the prospect, they obeyed. Elayeen, it seemed, had made it clear that Gawain commanded her, and so there was no doubt in their minds that he also commanded them. As for his lady, she and Meeya were shown to a tent set aside specifically for ladies, and Kahla eventually, and reluctantly, joined them, but only after much gentle persuasion from Simayen Jaxon. A female junior officer of the Jurian cavalry was also to hand, a noble gesture on Hellin of Juria’s part, or so they learned from Byrne.
The obvious fact that Elayeen was blind was equally obviously a shock to the mixed Jurian and Callodon troops in Byrne’s command. Clearly, word from Elvendere had not included any such details, and Byrne confirmed that the only information sent from the Thallanhall concerned nothing more than the approximate day and location when the contingent from Jarn might be expected to arrive on the plains.
While the others bathed and changed into fresh clothing for the first time in more than three weeks of constant travelling, Gawain read the documents passed to him by the Jurian captain. There were two, one from Brock of Callodon on behalf of the Council of Kings, and one from Rak. Both were succinct, and neither contained much in the way of hope save for the fact that Morloch’s forces had yet to advance south of the farak gorin.
What did elicit a faint smile from the King of Raheen was contained in the small crate Rak had sent. Frak, “the real stuff, an’ none o’ that scented tourist rubbish” as Martan of Tellek would have said. Two of the large round cakes were promptly tucked away into his saddle bags, a third in his backpack, and a fourth he opened, cutting a large segment from it and stuffing it into his pocket. Ever since his weeks spent under the mountains of the Teeth, Gawain had found comfort in a pocket’s weight of frak, and strangely uneasy when those pockets were empty.
There were clothes in the crate too. They were nothing too ostentatious, but were clothes and boots a Raheen horseman would appreciate, and which would not look out of place on one of noble birth while in the field. When the others emerged from the men’s bathing tent, clean, freshly attired and looking considerably happier than they had half an hour earlier, Gawain handed the two documents to Allazar, and with his new clothes tucked under his arm, entered the bathing tent alone with his thoughts and his frak.
Not that there was much to think about. Gawain closed his eyes as soaked in the copper tub and quietly savoured the fresh Threlland miner’s staple. Brock’s message contained little more than a summary of events as witnessed by the Kings’ Council at Shiyanath and later at Ferdan:
 
Council progressed well at first, moved to Shiyanath end June
Reports of wizard uprisings in Elvendere, Callodon, Juria, Threlland
Reports of wizard uprisings crushed in all lands mid July
Reports received D’ith Hallencloister sealed
Western Elvendere attacked end July
Reports of strange creatures in assault upon W.Elvendere
Reports of enemy wizards roaming all lands and attacking at random
Reports of army gathering NW Ostinath 2nd week August
Thallanhall insists forces diverted to W.Elvendere
Thallanhall declares breach sealed at Dragon’s Teeth
Thallanhall declares Raheen’s actions against Morloch ‘provocative’
Thallanhall declares self-interest
Kings’ Council in full session fails to sway Thallanhall.
Kings’ Council ejected from Elvendere
Kings’ Council returns to Ferdan. Awaiting Raheen.
Reports of dangerous birds NE.Threlland/NW.farak gorin
Forces currently at Ferdan:
100 Callodon Guard (mounted)
200 Callodon Volunteer Reserve (mounted)
100 Jurian Cavalry
150 Jurian Volunteer Reserve (some mounted)
100 Threlland Infantry
100 approx. Arrun and Mornlander volunteers (healers, cooks, general hands)
Total Allied forces: approx. 750. More volunteers expected soonest
Estimated Enemy Forces: 4000
 
Rak’s message had contained little of comfort, too:
 
My Brother,
I am sorry. My best efforts at Shiyanath failed to sway the Thallanhall. While it is true that Thal-Hak is sympathetic to the cause of Union, theirs is a strange land, with stranger ways, and he has many miles of border to protect in the west. For the sake of your lady, do not judge him too harshly, I beg you.
There is yet cause for optimism; all lands east of Elvendere stand together. I believe I can imagine your expression on reading of optimism, and yes, it is true, despair is not far from the surface. Come quickly, my Brother. You and your strength are needed.
Please tell the wizard Allazar, strange and dangerous birds, larger and faster than anything ever seen from the peaks of Threlland, deny the farak gorin to Sarek’s Rangers, day and night. We do not know what they are, or how to defeat them. We have not seen them south of the farak gorin (yet), and the wizards here appear entirely ignorant of these strange creatures. Another type of bird, much like a large buzzard, has also been seen circling at the eastern and western flanks of the farak gorin. I am appending rough sketches made by scouts who have seen them.
 
Gawain sighed. With Elayeen’s one hundred and twelve thalangard, he would have in the region of eight hundred and fifty at his command. Almost nine hundred, to stand against four thousand Morlochmen and their dark wizardry. Yes, Rak, he thought, it’s hardly a surprise that despair is not far from the surface.
The lands of Callodon and Juria were simply too vast, with their settlements spread far and wide. Small hamlets and homesteads, villages, even the larger towns, were scattered, separated from each other by days of travel, weeks in some cases.
The speedy journey from Ferdan to Raheen that Gawain, Allazar and Elayeen had undertaken at the beginning of summer had taken them almost seven weeks, and that had been pushing horses to the limit of their endurance. Though Gawain had deliberately avoided all habitation en route to his devastated homeland, in truth it hadn’t been difficult to do so. When he’d roamed the lowlands during his banishment, it had almost been harder to find people and their communities than to avoid them.
“The Peace Dividend,” Captain Hass had called it, years ago. With so much land, and people at liberty to settle and farm where they would, standing armies had been pared back to almost purely ceremonial numbers in these modern times. Long range patrols and travelling magistrates reminded people that there was a king and rule of law, but until the fall of Pellarn, everybody north and east of Raheen simply got on with the business of living while their neighbours near or far did the same.
Gawain knew that the long-dead captain’s view had been simplistic, and personal experience during the banishment had shown other reasons for the existence of town guardsmen and long range patrols, but the peace dividend had also been real. It was why the rise of the Ramoths had been so rapid, and such a spectacular success, until Gawain had begun his slaughter. There were simply no warriors, no significant numbers of reservists or militiamen upon whom a call to arms could be served.
While Raheen had constantly prepared for war while enjoying peace, the lowlands had constantly enjoyed peace and were entirely unprepared for anything other than occasional brigandry. Brock of Callodon and Willam of Juria had nothing but farmers and shepherds, vintners and innkeepers, winemakers, fishermen, coopers, drovers... Gawain sighed again. The list of gentle occupations at their disposal would fill one of Arramin’s beloved books. It was what they didn’t have that mattered most.
What they didn’t have was warriors and well-trained soldiery. Only Callodon had any recent experience of war, and most of those who’d seen action at Pellarn were on duty in the South-halt, guarding Brock’s south-western border with Goria. And there they would remain, for Brock would not leave that door wide open and permit the Empire to march across the River Ostern into his lands. Indeed, when Brock learned, and soon, that the Old Kingdom and the Empire were effectively in Morloch’s hands, he might even wish to strengthen that border.
Gawain set to, with soap and scrubbing-brush. Yes, Rak, he thought, there is cause for optimism. And there was. Morloch’s spawn had obviously determined it necessary to deny the farak gorin to the allied forces gathering at Ferdan and to Threlland’s new Rangers.
The Rangers, such as they were, had been formed by Major Sarek, formerly Captain of the Tarn Guard, after he’d witnessed the horrors in the Barak-nor, and though their training had been short and urgent, it was far in advance of any undertaken by Threlland in modern times. It was entirely possible, Gawain knew, that their winter excursion into the Barak-nor and the Rangers’ training in the region of Mallak Spur had been noticed, and the Razorwing deployed to prevent further interference with Morloch’s plans.
Of course, it was also entirely possible that it had been Joyen of the D’ith Sek who’d alerted Morloch, before being cut down by Elayeen, Rak, and General Karn at the inn, in Tarn. But what mattered most wasn’t why Morloch’s armies had denied the farak gorin to allied forces, but that they had.
Always best to assume they know everything you do… echoed in Gawain’s memory.
Yes, thank you again, Captain Hass. And the gratitude was sincere; Gawain had a great deal to thank the Captain for. He knew it now, of course, but hadn’t then. He found himself wishing he could go back, back to that last dinner at the Downland Barracks. It had been the passing-out dinner, where each of the officer-cadets had been summoned to the dais, and under the proud gaze of King Davyd of Raheen, presented with their swords and epaulettes by General Makan.
Hass had been there, of course, with the other, younger, Captains, those who were actually in active service. Hass himself had been retained past retirement as commandant and chief instructor, officer training. In his early days of training, Gawain had often wondered why Hass had never advanced beyond the rank of Captain and on to the General Staff, but Kevyn had said it had something to do with a fondness for drink and so Gawain had shrugged and put it from his mind.
There’d been a sadness in those wise and rheumy eyes that night, the old warrior standing slightly apart from the other officers and saluting each graduate as they passed smartly by with their shiny new swords and tasselled epaulettes. Gawain, like all the others, had marched past, sword held across his chest acknowledging the salutes of the General Staff and officers, to take his place at table for what was to be the last time they’d all dine together under one roof.
Now, sitting in a cold copper tub and scrubbing at the grime of weeks of travel until his skin glowed, Gawain finally understood that sadness, and suddenly found himself missing the old man so much a lump began to balloon in his throat. If he could go back, just for a few moments, back to that dinner, to be with them all once more, just long enough to stop, to turn and face Hass, to look straight into those sad and rheumy old eyes and snap a salute and say My compliments, Serre, and thank you, Captain Hass.
Gawain rid himself of the bubble swelling in his throat by scrubbing at his nails so hard the quicks began to bleed. Watch well, Captain, he thought fiercely, watch well and marvel while you and I and less than a thousand win this war!
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5. Endings
 
In the centre of the camp, a large iron brazier filled with glowing coals hung by slender chains from a tripod, and beef steaks sizzled on a griddle suspended above the embers. Gawain, fresh-scrubbed and glowing, accepted a small wrap of unleavened bread and the strips of beef it contained, even though he’d already enjoyed his fresh spiced frak. The Jurians had gone to the trouble of preparing good, hearty fare, and it wouldn’t do to be wasteful or to offend them.
Not that it was likely any would go to waste if the size of Allazar’s sandwich was anything to go by. And it also seemed that an order had gone out to the elves on perimeter patrol, for they rode into camp in groups of five to avail themselves of the fresh hot food before returning to their duty. Gawain stood apart from them all, eyeing them while he ate.
Elayeen looked stunning in fresh, clean clothing, her hair wet and drying in the breezes and afternoon sunshine. Meeya stood beside her, talking quietly and flicking occasional glances in Gawain’s direction. Valin stood by the brazier, overseeing the proceedings and conversing with the small groups of elves coming in from patrol to be fed. Elayeen kept her gaze lowered, for the most part, but occasionally lifted her eyes to glance around the camp, and up into the sky. Not once, though, did she look at Gawain.
Standing apart from the elven contingent, in a small and familiar group, was the remainder of the party who’d journeyed together from Jarn. All were eating good food and talking quietly amongst themselves, and all seemed immeasurably happier than they’d been on the Morrentill. Arramin noticed Gawain’s glance and broke off from his conversation with Jaxon and Kahla to give a slight nod of acknowledgement, which the younger man returned. Tyrane and the scouts looked like new men, and the black and gold of Callodon’s colours shone brightly, as bright as the Jurian pennants streaming from the tent-poles around them.
Allazar, smiling and chewing, walked the short distance across the grass to stand beside Gawain.
“Mmmfforff,” he mumbled, and then chewed some more and swallowed. “Longsword, a rare treat after our long journey. I’m glad to see you partaking of this excellent beef.”
“I’m sure the rabbits hereabouts will be heartbroken to hear you complimenting Jurian cattle.”
“Oh come my friend, surely even you must feel lighter for the unexpected comforts here in camp?”
“Lighter for the weight of dirt washed from skin and clothing, perhaps. But I pity your horse if you propose to eat that in its entirety.”
Allazar eyed his sandwich and grinned happily. “Ah. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you then that this is my second, the first was long gone while you were still bathing.”
Gawain shook his head in mock disgust, and politely finished his own snack.
“You look serious, Longsword. Won’t you allow yourself half a day’s rest from the weight of the burden you’ve shouldered for so long? We are in camp, encircled by a hundred and twelve thalangard, three days south of Ferdan. Surely you can leave watchfulness to them and take some peace?”
“Peace? This isn’t peace, Allazar, it’s the calm before the storm. And even Eldengaze maintains her watch about us all, and wisely too. You read the notes from Brock and Rak?”
Allazar’s hopeful smile faded, and he nodded sadly, clutching his staff tighter to his shoulder with his free hand.
“And still you want me to let down my guard, and enjoy half a day’s rest?”
“We are a long way from Ferdan, and even further from war.”
“We are three days from Ferdan and war may be but a bowshot away. Didn’t you read the part of Brock’s despatch which mentioned enemy wizards roaming the lands and attacking at random? Or did you choose to ignore that particular piece of Brock’s alarming news?”
“No, Longsword, I read it.”
“Well then.”
“Well then I would expect the long range patrol that Captain Byrne has deployed, and the short range patrol you yourself deployed, to provide a little notice of any imminent threat. Besides, if you had no confidence in our perimeter I doubt you’d have willingly immersed yourself in the tub for half an hour.”
“Hmm.”
Allazar’s eyes narrowed a little and he studied the young man closely. “Is there something else I should know, your Majesty? Was there more to King Brock’s dispatches, or Lord Rak’s?”
“No, Allazar. Only frak and the fresh clothing you see me wearing. And speaking of Rak, what did you make of the sketches enclosed with his note?”
“Ah. Razorwings, obviously. The other creatures, the larger, appear to be Condavians of Sethi. From a distance, they are easily mistaken for mountain buzzards or the condors upon which they are modelled. They are harmless, but are used to bear aloft the Eye of Morloch and thus extend the vision of the dark wizard guiding their flight.”
“I thought the Jardember was used for that?”
“The Jardember has its uses, but, similar to your lady’s gaze, when used as it was by that odious parGoth to direct the Kraal-beast, it revealed only the distant life-lights of those on the road. There are times when that is useful, as it was south of Jarn when aiming the Kraal. But it reveals no details which would be useful to military commanders. For that, the Eye of Morloch provides as much detail as our own eyes would.”
“I know.”
“Yes, yes you do,” Allazar sighed. “Then you can imagine how useful an enemy commander would find an Eye raised high, circling unnoticed above camps or fortifications.”
“Beyond the range of any weapons we have at our disposal.”
“Indeed.”
“Is there no way of bringing them down?”
“Nature abhors such creations, Longsword. The birds of the air, all those of Nature’s making, recognise immediately an aquamire-fuelled intruder circling in their domain. There are many records of the Condavian being destroyed by birds of prey. Alas, at the farak gorin, there are also the Razorwing, and whatever allies Nature has given us in the form of hawk and eagle are no match for those winged horrors.”
“Then all our manoeuvres at the farak will be known to the enemy even as we make them.”
Allazar knew by now when Gawain was making a statement or asking a question. “They circle the two enemy camps, east in the Barak-nor, and west in the wild lands of the Meggenveld. It would seem to suggest that Morloch does not want either encampment attacked before they can unite into a single force.”
“Agreed, in part. There’s no certainty that the two forces intend to unite to form a single army,” Gawain swung his gaze to the two Gorians, still engrossed in conversation with the wizard Arramin. “But your timely mentioning of the Meggenveld reminds me I still have a duty of care to our friends.”
“Indeed?”
“Yes,” Gawain scanned the area and finally caught Captain Byrne’s attention, and at once the Jurian officer approached.
“My lord?”
“Is there a tent here suitable for the nine of us who travelled together to speak in private?”
“Yes, my lord. The round marquee, there, has been set aside for your sole use. Camp beds have been provided for you all too, and your saddles and packs transferred there.”
“Thank you, Captain. Allazar, please have everyone assemble there when they’ve finished eating. Another half an hour, shall we say? Captain, I’d be grateful if you could deploy trusted men to ensure that no-one approaches within earshot of the tent.”
“Of course, my lord,” Byrne nodded a salute and turned to move away.
“Captain?”
“My lord?”
“No-one.”
“Understood, my lord,” And with that, Byrne hurried away to detail four officers to their posts around the tent in question.
“Is this precaution really necessary, Longsword?”
“Allazar. Please understand that everything I do from this moment forward is really necessary. When you have everyone assemble in the tent, be clear that the meeting is only for those of us who left Jarn. Elayeen will have to rely on Kahla at least once more to avoid tripping over the guy-ropes. Meeya is not invited.”
“Very well, Longsword, so shall it be.”
When Gawain turned his gaze upon the wizard, Allazar shivered in spite of the afternoon’s warmth. Though there had been no strange aquamire to darken Gawain’s eyes since the smiting of Morloch at Ferdan some three months ago, the wizard had no doubt that had any of that foul stuff remained within Gawain, it would be swimming in the young man’s steel grey eyes now.
 
Gwyn was standing on the far side of the stream about a hundred yards from the camp, the gentle flow winding its broad and shallow path generally southwards. Gawain cast a glance to the west, where the forest bubbled up high on the ridge he now knew as the Threnderrin Way. From what he’d learned from Arramin during their travels along the canal, the stream now splashing beneath his boots could well have begun its life in the far north, even as far as the slopes of the Dragon’s Teeth.
“Hello, Ugly,” Gawain whispered quietly, and began his work with the currycomb taken from his saddle pack. His saddle and packs had been placed at the head of a comfortable-looking camp bed inside the tent near the centre of the camp, and doubtless Byrne had supervised the placement of Elayeen’s saddle and equipment at the head of the bed next to Gawain’s. It had been a simple thing for Gawain to swap Kahla’s belongings with his, and then to set his own further apart from them all.
“How’s the grass? It looks lush here by the water.”
Gwyn merely took another pace towards the north and ripped another tuft from the banks. Gawain smiled, and kept pace with her, intent upon his duty. It felt like a lifetime ago he’d teased the tangles from Gwyn’s mane while looking at Allazar quietly talking with Elayeen, here on these plains. Before Sword and Circle had unleashed the wave of ancient power against Morloch, and in smiting the Teeth and those labouring upon them, breaking the throth between himself and his queen. No, Gawain thought, breaking everything between himself and his queen.
But it hadn’t been a lifetime, it had been but a few months. And perhaps the whitebeards of elder times who’d created the mystic circles in the Keep of Raheen and made the mystic power which had shattered Morloch’s plans for invasion had been right to break the throth between Gawain and Elayeen. Perhaps, before the mists of myth had wrapped the dust of those elders in obscurity like a funereal shroud, those whitebeards had foreseen the extent of the Thallanhall’s betrayal and their abandonment of the kindred races.
Or perhaps they simply couldn’t risk ‘the Deed’, as Eldengaze called him, remaining enthralled by and dependent for his life on ‘the Sight’, as Eldengaze referred to herself. Not all enemies, Gawain knew, were dark. A traitor in the ranks would appear as bright as any ally to Elayeen’s blind eyes, and she wouldn’t see a dagger in a traitor’s hand even while it was slipping between her ribs on its way to her heart. It would not do for the Deed to die through the loss of the Sight, or vice-versa.
That was something else the soolen-Viell’s message to the Toorseneth had reminded Gawain: not all evil in these lands was fuelled by aquamire. Not all traitors were covered in mystic runes or wore the Eye of Morloch. Elayeen, or rather Eldengaze, had ‘seen’ nothing dark in Ostinath or along the Morrentill. And even though she maintained her watchfulness, she had seen nothing dark here in Byrne’s camp on the plains of Juria. Yet.
But here they were, evicted from Elvendere, the kindred races of man and dwarf abandoned by elves to the mercy of a dark army and its dark wizardry. Yonas, the elfguard who’d shot Gawain in the back at Elvenheth less than a year ago, was far from Morloch-made, nor was he a servant of aquamire’s power, yet it had been the words of whitebeards which had persuaded him to attempt assassination. Gawain paused in his brushing and idly wondered what it was Elayeen had whispered to her would-be killer, words which had left a brute of a thalangard warrior curled into a foetal position and weeping like a baby.
Then he shrugged, and discarded Yonas from his mind. He had more important matters to attend to, not the least of which was Gwyn’s care. The Raheen charger would be needed, and soon, of that he had no doubt. The breezes which swirled across the grasses of the plains and made ripples in the ocean of pale green around them carried a chill edge. Autumn had arrived, and soon its familiar rains and gales would begin to presage another winter. The spawn in the north would not wait until the snows came before moving against the southlands. It was essential that they moved according to Gawain’s plans, and not to their own.
If it helps to think of the theatre of battle as a board upon which your pieces are moved, then by all means regard it as a game. Just remember that losing will cost you more than pride or the coin of a wager. Also remember that few places down there are flat as a board, and while a model horse or tin soldier can be pushed across a table easy as a pea on a plate, your cavalry and infantry won’t thank you fer sending ‘em into a bog or up a bloody great hill!
Gawain smiled at the memory of Hass, sitting on his horse at Northpoint, in mid summer, nodding towards the lowlands laid out below the plateau. From that height, and in the light of that bright summer’s day, the land below Raheen really did resemble the maps spread out on the classroom tables back at the Downland Barracks.
Well. On the long journey along the canal from that dread city in the south, Gawain had found himself with plenty of time to study and commit to memory the leather map Allazar had given him when they’d first met. The map had been wizard-made, and though Allazar had burned upon it the locations of all the Ramoth towers, and it had only been intended to guide the Longsword DarkSlayer to his targets, it had its origins in the D’ith Hallencloister. It would thus be as good as any map of the southlands possessed by the enemy.
When Gawain was finally satisfied with his handiwork with the currycomb, he turned his attention to Gwyn’s hooves. The rides and walk along the bank of the canal had done more than simply relieve the boredom of horses and men, the exercise had been essential. Besides, Gawain was Raheen, and he’d kept a close watch on all the horses during the journey, there was no need of rasp or knife and farriery now. Removing the last of the humus and leaf debris from Gwyn’s shoes after the ride along the Morrentill was more symbolic than anything else. A definitive ending to the forest they’d all endured.
When his duty was done, he stepped back into the stream to admire his horse-friend.
“Thank you, Gwyn,” he whispered, “For your patience on our long journey. I didn’t like it either. But from here to the farak gorin, it’s all good grass. After that, I don’t know.”
The horse turned her blue-eyed gaze upon her chosen mount, and she nickered and swished her tail, and then with a haughty snort, went back to her munching.
“Don’t stray too far from the camp, Ugly,” Gawain eyed the horizon, “We may be out of the woods, but this isn’t home.”
 
Back at the camp, Byrne nodded a salute and informed Gawain that ‘his retinue’ were waiting in the tent, trusted guards had been set, and that the last contingent of thalangard were being fed.
“No adverse reports received, my lord,” Byrne finished his brief report.
“Thank you, Captain. Don’t forget to keep an eye on the skies. It seems the enemy have their spies everywhere.”
“Aye, my lord.”
Gawain noted Meeya and Valin standing by the brazier, and also noted the somewhat sullen elfin gaze he received. Then he nodded to Byrne, and strode into the tent.
The eight who’d left Jarn with Gawain were standing in the empty space by the central tent-pole, and all save Elayeen turned their gaze to him when he entered. He untied the single strap holding the canvass flap of the tent open, and when that flap had fallen into place, crossed to his bed at the far side of the enclosure and secured the currycomb in his pack.
He turned to face them all, noting the professional interest in the eyes of the men of Callodon, the slight worry in the faces of the two Gorians, the blank features of Eldengaze, and the concern in the eyes of the two wizards.
“You’ve all eaten?” Gawain began, and received nods of affirmation. “Good. I’ve called you all together here for what might be the final time we have the chance for privacy, such as it is. In truth, I don’t have much to say, so it won’t take long. You might have questions, I probably shan’t answer them. I have my reasons.
“When we shared breakfast at the inn of The Horse’s Head in Jarn, the morning we began our journey, I told you it was my intention that the nine of us who left together would arrive together in Shiyanath. That won’t happen now, and you all know why. Ferdan is now our destination, and in a few days time we shall be there. Once there, I have no doubt things will change, and greatly. Effectively, our journey together will end.”
Gawain paused, and began to note a strange sadness in the eyes regarding him. Then he continued, proudly, regally, remembering his birthright and his identity.
“Captain Tyrane, Scouts and Guardsmen Rollaf and Terryn. Wizard Arramin. You are all Brock’s men, and Brock awaits us at Ferdan. He will no doubt wish to reclaim your services, and rightly so. Any king would be proud to have such as you in his service, and none more than I. Callodon was ever considered friend to Raheen. Now I know why. Thank you.
“Serre Jaxon, lady Kahla. I had hoped that your insights into life and the people of Goria would be of great value to the Kings’ Council at Shiyanath, especially since so much of Elvendere shares a border with Empire land. However, elves themselves have clearly decided those insights hold no value for them, though the Council at Ferdan may yet appreciate the knowledge you have. You came to Raheen seeking sanctuary from the darkness in Armunland and Goria as a whole. Raheen is gone, but I am not. I do not abandon those who claim sanctuary in the name of my home and I shall not abandon you now.
“You have both risked so much, and been of immeasurable service on our journey here, you especially, lady Kahla, my lady and I could not have done without you. Thank you. From Ferdan, I shall ride to war. I have a duty of care to those who seek the sanctuary of Raheen and I will not imperil you any more than I already have by taking you to those front lines. At Ferdan, I shall ensure you have horses and provisions, and make arrangements for your safety as best I can. You are free people, and if you wish, you may go wherever you will, and you may, if you wish, proclaim that you are free people of Raheen, and entitled to the protection of Raheen’s Crown.
“The First of Raheen, and my lady, will go with me to war, and I will doubtless have a great deal more to say to them later at Ferdan than I shall here and now.
“I want you all to understand one thing above all else. What I have said and what I have done since our journey along the great water road ended at Ostinath is for a reason. What I do and what I say now and henceforth is for a reason. I have no intention of explaining those reasons. There is no time.
“Those who remain loyal to me…” And at this, Elayeen’s eyes shifted upward, but did not meet Gawain’s, “Will simply have to trust me. I can no longer spare the time for niceties or pleasantries. If I’m to lead what passes for allied forces against the onslaught of Morlochmen poised in the north I cannot be distracted,” and Gawain flicked a telling glance at Allazar, “Any more than I could afford to be distracted by gentle pursuits during my onslaught upon the Ramoth a year ago.”
Gawain paused and regarded them, one at a time. He was making an end of things, here and now, and they all knew it, and the air was filled with sorrow, though tinged with pride.
“A long time ago,” Gawain added, his voice a little softer but still infused with the power of leadership, “I knew a man whose teachings helped shape my character. He was a man who instilled wisdom where before there was none, and whose teachings, though neither of us could have known it at the time, still direct the course of my actions even now. When last I saw him, I, like everybody else, passed him by without a word, and I saw in his eyes a sadness, the same as I see in yours now.
“Lately I have thought of him, and wished that I’d paused at that final parting, and thanked him. I won’t end my days wishing that I’d done the same with all of you. So. Thank you. All of you. Tomorrow we strike camp at dawn, and begin the ride for Ferdan.”
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6. Tightrope
 
“It was a good speech, your Majesty,” Allazar sighed, as the sun began to set behind the forest of Elvendere.
Gawain and the wizard were standing together, alone, north of the camp close to the spot at the stream where the young king had earlier attended to Gwyn. Allazar leaned on his staff, the two-handed grip and pose a habit now, though the Dymendin had only come to him at Raheen some five weeks earlier.
Gawain took a breath, his eyes closed, trying to feel the sun on his face as it set, but the warmth of the day had faded fast. He let the breath out, and turned his face to the north.
“Since the first day we met, Allazar, you have called me Longsword. I’ve noticed that sometimes you address me as a wizard should a king, usually when other ears are near or when you feel the situation demands. Or when you feel the need to offer reproach.”
Allazar frowned. “So I do, your Majesty. I am, after all, the First of Raheen, am I not?”
“Yes, you are. Keeper of the Stick of Raheen, too.”
“Hmm. It’s not a very formal title, but one I was, and am, proud and glad to accept.”
“When we get to Ferdan, I would prefer it if you would continue to call me Longsword. We have no need to impress councils or kings now, they know what faces us. And the name will hopefully evoke memories of my success against the Ramoth and against Morloch to date. Reminding them I am Raheen will only remind them of Morloch’s destruction of my people.”
“Ah!” Allazar’s expression brightened like a new dawn. “You mean to inspire the allied forces there. I knew you had not given up hope! Heh. I knew you had a plan!”
But Gawain said nothing, and his expression remained blank and inscrutable.
“I will not die in battle leading a group of half-hearted and incompetent lowlanders only grudgingly following me because their own kings demand that they do. I would rather lead the last army of the kindred races to their end with at least some semblance of pride and dignity.”
Allazar’s jaw dropped, and he blinked. “Longsword! You cannot mean that! Nor can you utter such words at Ferdan! Did you not read Lord Rak’s letter? The army mustered there is close enough to despair without hearing such doom-saying from the one appointed to lead them!”
“We’re not at Ferdan, Allazar. And actually, I can say what I like, when I like, and wherever I like.”
“I refuse to believe you have given up hope. I refuse to believe it. It is some strange Raheen ploy, some kind of cunning warrior’s gambit.”
Gawain sighed, and shook his head. “They have four thousand, at least. We’ll be lucky to have one thousand by the time battle begins and few of them with any experience. They have Razorwings, Kiromok, Grimmand, Kraal, Condorians…”
“Condavians. Condavians of Sethi and they are harmless, merely eyes in the sky.”
“Condavians. My most heartfelt apologies for not knowing the names of all the creatures in Morloch’s Pangoricon.”
Allazar looked miserable, and mumbled something Gawain didn’t catch.
“And,” Gawain continued, “With Condavians in the sky, our every move and every tactical manoeuvre will be seen instantly by the enemy commanders. That’s if our gaggle of armed farmers lurching about the theatre of battle may ever be said to be manoeuvring. Even if we had four thousand battle-hardened warriors at our backs, the enemy still has dark wizardry at theirs.”
Allazar’s face suddenly darkened, and though his voice was low, it was filled with passion when he rounded on his king.
“We are not without hope! And we are not without mystic power! We have bloodied Morloch’s filthy nose before and by the Teeth we can do it again! I cannot, I will not, I shall not believe that Gawain, son of Davyd, King of Raheen, the Longsword DarkSlayer has given up all hope of victory!
“You wrought destruction upon the Ramoth against all odds, alone! You survived Elves’ Blood poisoned arrows and Black Riders, you crossed the farak gorin and crawled beneath the Teeth to smite the lens of Morloch and burnt his festering lake of fermenting filth and you smote him across the Teeth and brought him to his knees in sight of all at Ferdan! And in the hall of your fathers, with the sword you bear upon your back and on which you swore vengeance for all your people, you loosed catastrophe upon Morloch’s invasion plans!
“You cannot, you shall not, give up now! I shall not allow you to give up hope!” Allazar paused for breath, and sparks fizzled atop his staff.
“You must.”
Allazar gasped again, and stared at Gawain in complete confusion.
“It was a good speech, wizard. But there is only the faintest glimmer of hope for victory in the north. And if the three of Raheen, the three of us who stood in that Dwarfspit circle in the hall of my fathers, are indeed to keep that spark, that ember, of hope alive, you must abandon it.”
“I don’t understand, Longsword. I don’t understand.”
“There are two people in this world I feel I may trust: those that stood with me in the circle. Three, including myself. The Word, the Sight, and the Deed, as Eldengaze calls us. And before you protest, I know I have friends, I know Tyrane and Rollaf and Terryn are good men, I know you would say Arramin is beyond suspicion. I know Brock and Willam and Eryk are good kings and allies but I tell you this, Allazar. In my heart, I know there are only three people in this world I can trust, and only three people in the world I can permit myself to trust, if we are to have any hope of surviving this war.
“And before you begin to feel too comfortable, the only reason I am able to place my trust in you and Elayeen is because the three of us were found acceptable by Sword and Circle. A sword and circle created by whitebeards; of elder times, maybe, but whitebeards nevertheless. And you know how I feel about whitebeards.”
“I do,” Allazar whispered. “Then, I was right. This is some strange Raheen ploy?”
“It is neither strange, nor a ploy, though if we live to see midwinter’s day then you can thank Raheen for it. But you cannot speak of this to anyone, save Elayeen, and even then, I would recommend you do not. Eldengaze is strange. Elves have betrayed the kindred. Elayeen I can trust, but Eldengaze is of another age.”
“Longsword, I am a wizard, I am neither a warrior nor a General, I have no military strategy. I don’t understand. And, not understanding, I may inadvertently reveal or hint at something…”
“Allazar. It’s perfectly simple. Morloch believes we are already defeated. His attack upon western Elvendere was a master-stroke. He’d always planned to do it, but the miserable denizens of the Thallanhall were right, our actions at Raheen were provocative and forced his arm early. Still, he’s been planning his moves for centuries, and so, with Elvendere elvish and isolated within their self-imposed exile once more, he believes us defeated.
“It is essential he continues to believe that. I can’t hope to move his pieces around the board to where I want them if he for a moment suspects what I am doing. In truth, we may fail at the farak gorin. In truth, it’s likely we will. But the enemy, seeing everything, and knowing everything we do, must see and know only what I want them to see and to know. And since Ostinath, I have wanted them to see and to know that we are riding to our doom at the farak gorin.”
Allazar’s eyes widened, and a broad grin lit up his face. Then he suddenly remembered, and like a candle being snuffed, the grin disappeared, and with narrowed eyes, he glanced around furtively, hoping no-one had noticed.
“Heh!” he managed. “I knew it.”
“Don’t get your hopes up, wizard. We probably are riding to our doom.”
“Ah.”
“I also meant what I said back in the tent. From now on, I need to be the hard-hearted warrior you always seem to feel so sorry for. Don’t expect any more exposition or explanation from me. I expect your support, and unquestioning support at that. You’ll need to keep your wits sharp, wizard, and follow my lead at all times.”
“I believe I understand, Longsword. But this is a dangerous path you follow. If those who care for you can be fooled as I was into believing you bereft of hope and in despair, then at Ferdan, those allied forces which await you cannot be expected to be anything more than utterly demoralised. Yet, if you are too confident and fill those forces with hope and courage, Morloch may divine your intent and wreak disaster upon your plans. You walk a tightrope, my friend, lean too far one way or the other, and you’ll fall, and all the southlands with you.”
“I know. The fact that I’m relying on a whitebeard for support should tell you everything you need to know about the level of my desperation.”
“Ah.”
“Would you bring Elayeen to me here? Alone?”
“Of course.”
There was a slight pause, Gawain staring off at the northern horizon in the fading light, and Allazar staring at his king with admiration, and with sadness. Then the wizard turned quietly, and strode into the camp.
In the silence that followed Allazar’s departure, Gawain listened to the sound of water whispering in the stream, coursing its gentle way south, towards the ashen remains of his homeland. A snuffle from some thirty yards away, on the western side of the stream, told him Gwyn was near, and had felt the sudden wave of homesickness that threatened to prick at the back of his eyes.
Silly boy, Gawain thought to himself, too late for all that, now. Though there was, he knew, time for one more goodbye.
He felt, rather than heard, the wizard return with Elayeen, her right arm looped in Allazar’s left as he guided her across a meander in the stream to stand just behind Gawain’s right shoulder. Gawain didn’t turn, but spoke quietly over his shoulder:
“Thank you, Allazar, please wait close by.”
“I shall.”
Gawain waited while Allazar moved quietly away to stand a discreet distance to the east, the wizard’s back turned to them and his gaze firmly fixed on the far horizon.
“Do I still burn like the sun?” Gawain asked, softly, still facing the north.
“You block my vision of your surrounds,” Eldengaze responded, and though the eerie and ancient rasp of her voice scraped at his nerves like flint on steel, nerves, like steel and like flint, can become dulled and blunted with overuse.
“That wasn’t really my question, Elayeen,” Gawain sighed, and reluctantly turned to face his queen.
The last shafts of sunshine lancing through the trees on the Threnderrin Way lit the side of her face and hair, her beauty shining warm and luminous. But her eyes were fixed on his chest and her expression was blank as any statue.
“It is time to say goodbye, Elayeen,” Gawain said quietly, and for a moment, he thought he saw her expression change a little. But it was merely the shadows of Elvendere racing across the plains as the sun dipped below the ridge to the west.
“I am the Sight, sent to watch over the Word and the Deed.”
“Yes I know, Eldengaze. My words are for my beloved Elayeen, not for you. You I need. Soon we shall be in Ferdan, and I have no doubt that the place will be infested by Morloch’s spies. There may even be creatures dark wizard-made there, which only your Sight can see.
“Then later, when we ride for the farak gorin, we will face an army of Morlochmen and whatever else dark wizardry may have spawned against us. Again, your Sight will be needed. I shall be relying upon you to watch over me, and to watch over Allazar.”
Gawain sighed, and reached out a hand, tentatively, to brush away errant strands of silver-blonde hair from Elayeen’s eyes.
“I’m sorry, Elayeen. I’m sorry your father abandoned us all. I’m sorry he abandoned you. I’m sorry there were no see-eelan waiting at Ostinath to restore your sight, to restore you to me. I’m sorry we have been broken and sundered by the circles in the hall of my fathers, and I’m sorry, Elayeen, that here on the plains of Juria, with the sun setting over all the southlands, I must say goodbye to you.”
Again, Elayeen did not move, nor did she speak. Gawain’s voice hardened a little.
“At Ferdan and beyond there will be neither the time for gentle words, nor time to waste in futile hopes of receiving tender looks and embraces. Not since the Jarn Road have there been any, and I doubt that between now and the clamours of war there will be any. If you truly be my lady, as you say, or if my lady be a prisoner held within the grip of this ancient curse afflicted upon you by whitebeards of old, then I hope you will understand.
“I love you, Elayeen. You have haunted me from the first moment I saw you trapped in the moonlight almost two years ago to this day. You drew me from death, through fire and ice, and gave to me the greatest gift any elfin could ever hope to bestow. You gave me your heart, and your trust, and followed me into the gravest of dangers, and fought beside me from the Barak-nor in the north to the shattered courtyard of my home in the south. Never, Elayeen, never shall I forget your charge through the ghosts of our north gate, the fierce pride and love I felt as you loosed your arrow against the Goth at full gallop; surely, never was any Queen of Raheen as magnificent as you were that day.
“But now I must say goodbye to you, and let you go. In the days and weeks which follow, however many may be left to us all, I can no longer be Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen. I must be the Longsword, the DarkSlayer, stonehearted and fierce. If we are to survive this war, I cannot be Gawain, husband of Elayeen. If you hear me, you will understand. Goodbye, Elayeen, my bounden love.”
Still, she didn’t not move, and did not speak.
Gawain blinked, and turned to face the north again.
“Eldengaze, you will remember the arrangement agreed upon at the baths of the city in the south. You will…”
“I will comply with your commands,” Eldengaze rasped, “I will take rest, I will eat, and drink, and I will guard my health as I would guard yours. You will touch me not, nor block my vision of your surrounds with your light.”
Gawain nodded. “The squadron of thalangard will continue to ride loop around us on our journey to Ferdan. Tell them to remain within sight of camp and caravan at all times. And remain watchful, Morloch has weapons in the sky as well as on land. Is there anything you need?”
“No.”
“Thank you. Allazar will see you safely back to the camp.”
With that, Gawain called Allazar, and then strode away towards Gwyn, blinking back the last tears he intended to shed for himself and his broken love, this side of the coming war.
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7. News of the North
 
“Tell me about the disposition of the allied forces at Ferdan,” Gawain ordered, “The dispatches from Brock mentioned only numbers, and I’d like to know more than that.”
“My lord,” Byrne acknowledged, easing his horse closer to the head of the caravan rumbling north across the dew-soaked grasses. “Most are bivouacked outside the palisade to the southeast of Ferdan, though the senior officers are in barracks within. The volunteers are being marshalled and drilled by officers from Callodon, mostly; they have the most experience of war.”
“How are supplies?” Tyrane asked, riding at Gawain’s right flank.
“Good. Before the Council returned from Shiyanath, we had plentiful stores sent by wagons from Elvendere. We also have a large supply of frak from Threlland, and there’s dried fruit from Mornland. Meat’s in plentiful supply of course and King Willam is working to address a shortfall in milk and bread. Arrun has sent tents, blankets, cloaks and other warm clothing, all of which are greatly appreciated.”
“Where are the shortfalls?” Again, it was Tyrane who asked, and Gawain was content to allow the experienced Callodonian captain to do so.
“Excepting numbers, which we all know are too few, we’re short on weapons. The professional contingents of course brought their own, but the volunteers arrived with not much more than the clothes on their backs and maybe the tools of their trades. Last I heard, the Council had sent a request to Elvendere for arms and armour, which had been denied, and King Brock said something about expecting arms from a museum at a place called Dun Maven, opened up at about the same time as the call for volunteers went up in July.”
“Dun Meven,” Tyrane corrected gently, “In the hills northwest of Harks Hearth, near the borders with Juria and Arrun. Carry on, Captain.”
“Threlland can offer of plenty in the way of mining tools, and some of them do look fierce and intimidating, but the general feeling is that an infantry wielding hammers, picks and chisels won’t last long in the face of an enemy arrow-storm. In short, Serres, it’s weapons and the soldiery to wield them we lack, though the will of the volunteers seems strong enough.”
Gawain pared a slice of frak with his boot knife, listening carefully as they rode north. The mixed Callodon and Jurian escort under Captain Byrne had struck camp with impressive speed and ease, which had suggested much practice. They were probably, for the most part, ceremonial guards, used to escorting nobles and royalty on their journeys about the lands. There’d been one surprise though. The brazier had been lit and a hot breakfast of beef and broth served an hour before daybreak, and Gawain had been astonished to see that the large iron bowl of coals suspended on its chains had been fuelled by pyre-brick and Ellamas oil. Doubtless these had been among the supplies from Elvendere, before elvishness had put an end to the convoys to and from the forest.
“Medical supplies?” Tyrane enquired, and Gawain remembered the Callodonian officer reminiscing about his duties in the Jarn Gap during the brief and disastrous Pellarn War.
“We have at our disposal a number of healers and their assistants, from Mornland and Arrun as well as Juria and Callodon. Bandages, bedding, all manner of medicines. The Council has suggested that Ferdan might become the rear field hospital once we deploy and engage the enemy…” And then the Jurian officer trailed off.
“But?” Allazar prompted.
Byrne sighed. “But to be honest, Serres, the general feeling is that a field hospital and its whitesleeves would only provide a few days’ comfort for the wounded before the enemy swept it aside on their way south. We’re outnumbered at least four to one, probably more, and everyone knows it.”
“How did that information become common knowledge?” suspicion was an old and familiar friend and was shaking hands with Gawain’s stomach once more.
Byrne shrugged and shifted in the saddle. “To be honest again, my lord, I don’t know. It just seemed to spread through the camp.”
“Hmm. What were the official reports of numbers from the Rangers watching the Barak-nor?”
“I’m sorry my lord, I don’t know. I’m not privy to such detailed information. Until word came from Elvendere of your imminent arrival, my duty was mid-range patrol south of Ferdan, watching for wizards.”
Arramin seemed suddenly puzzled. “Eh? Watching for wizards?”
“Yes, Serre wizard. The Hallencloister is sealed, but there’ve been reports of wizards roaming the lands, attacking camp, caravan, hearth and home at random. It’s caused a great deal of confusion, not to mention difficulty in the Council. There’s been talk of diverting even more forces to patrol the lands and hunt them down. Rogue wizards, King Brock calls them.”
“More distractions and diversions from Morloch,” Allazar grumbled.
Gawain said nothing, and simply chewed his frak. He’d slept surprisingly well in the confines of the tent, the camp bed providing a measure of comfort they hadn’t known since leaving the inn at Jarn a little over three weeks ago. He’d woken only once in the night, and for the briefest of moments found himself wondering if a stretch of chain along the canal had broken and the barge were being silently poled… until he remembered where he was, and that the barge and rumbling chains had been consigned to history once more.
“Is there truth to these reports?” Arramin persisted.
Again, Byrne shrugged. “You would need to ask the Council, Serre wizard. But for certain sure, on mid-range patrol our orders are to challenge any wizard we encounter on the plains from a safe distance, and to shoot at the slightest hint of hostility.”
“Dear me!” Arramin exclaimed, and then, quietly added, “Dear me…”
“Has there been any trouble at Ferdan?” Gawain asked.
“Trouble, my lord?”
“Attacks. Anything untoward and unexplained?”
“No, my lord. It’s been eerily peaceful, except for the shouts of command and the volunteers drilling. There was a moment, when the elves left Ferdan, we thought there might be trouble. We didn’t know the reason why they left at the time, but one morning they just assembled on the parade ground, their wizard spoke with them, and that was it. They didn’t utter a word. Just mounted and rode west for the trees. Everyone was stunned. A red maroon went up, everyone rushed to arms. We couldn’t believe it, there was complete chaos.”
“What happened?” Tyrane prompted.
Byrne sighed, and shifted in his saddle again. “General Bek, Commander of the RJC and senior officer commanding Ferdan, was with King Willam’s staff at Shiyanath. Ferdan was left in the care of Major Niyall, one of our staff officers. As I understand it, he was of the opinion that perhaps word had arrived of a royal party from Elvendere en route from the forest, and that the elfguard had rushed to the west to provide safe escort. They’d left behind all the supplies that had come from Elvendere, after all.
“The Major gave an order for an orange maroon to be sent up, a recall to the patrols within range of the signal. He apparently thought to advise the recalled patrols to watch well for the royal escort from the west. But the order went via a series of messengers, and by the time it reached the signalman on duty, rumours of an imminent attack were already circulating. The signalman received a garbled instruction to send up a maroon, and sent up a red, instead of an orange, and that reinforced the rumours of enemy action.”
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed.
Byrne looked sheepish. “Aye. I believe Major Niyall said something along those lines too, at the time.”
“Has the signalling procedure been corrected, Captain?” Tyrane asked gently.
“The runners have been instructed to remain calm and repeat only the message given them.”
Tyrane shook his head. “Not good enough. A simple coloured flag system would be better. Orange flag waved from the command post, orange flag repeated to the signalman. Was there no senior officer from Callodon at Ferdan?”
“Alas, at the time, no, Captain. The most senior were the drill-sergeants and instructors, outside the walls. Callodon’s General Staff were at Shiyanath with King Brock and the Council.”
“It’s probably a bit late now, anyway,” Gawain announced. “We won’t be staying at Ferdan very long. Though we’ll need reliable signalling at the front, of that I have no doubt.”
There was a long silence as the caravan continued trundling across the plains. A glance over his shoulder, and Gawain saw that few guards were riding with or near the three wagons. Most were on short-range patrol around them. Jaxon and Kahla, though, rode behind the wagons, at a distance from the head of the column. They were doing well, he thought, the horses maintaining a comfortable trot, the wagons lightly loaded and moving at a good pace on the gentle, rolling terrain. In time, the two refugees from Goria might even make decent riders. Elayeen, he noted, was off to their left flank, with Meeya and Valin providing a reassuring escort.
“So,” Gawain announced, “Our forces are well-provided for, except for weapons, a shortfall currently being addressed.”
“Aye, my lord,” Byrne agreed.
“What of intelligence? You’ve mentioned mid-range patrols. Are there scouts in the north? And in the northwest?”
“The RJC has long-rangers out, but in truth, they are fewer in numbers than we’d prefer. When reports came in concerning these rogue wizards roaming at large, King Willam felt it prudent to divert forces south to cover the rear and provide a measure of reassurance to our people. Threlland mans an outpost in the northwest, in the gap between the northern tip of Elvendere and the farak gorin. I’ve heard they built a stone beacon tower there, and will light the beacon should the enemy advance from that direction. Elves were stationed there too, I heard, but they’ve withdrawn now, of course.”
“Is the beacon the only means of signalling?” Tyrane asked.
“In the event of an enemy advance, yes. But our long-rangers make frequent contact with the outpost and also with our mid-range patrols. Information and supplies are passed in both directions, regularly. It’s how we learned of the strange birds in the northwest. News from the northeast of course came direct from Threlland.”
“Those large birds are called Condavians,” Allazar explained. “A device of Morloch’s to spy upon those on the ground and observe their movements. The smaller and deadlier are known as Razorwings, also of Morloch’s making.”
“King Brock is of the opinion that the large birds, the Condavians, circling the flanks of the farak gorin are a good sign, so too the reports of the Razorwings. I understand he believes it means the two enemy forces are still encamped and mustering, which gives us more time to prepare.”
“I doubt it will make much difference,” Gawain sighed. “Without a thousand elves and their longbows to the rear of our line sending up clouds of arrows, there’s little to nothing we can do in the time we have left which might avail us when the Razorwing attack.”
“How is morale at Ferdan, Captain?” Allazar asked quickly.
Byrne took a deep breath, and then shrugged. “In truth, Serres, the volunteers are putting a brave face on it, and the general hands from Mornland and Arrun are truly a cheerful lot. But there’s a sense of desperation in the air, Serres. A realisation that we’re not enough, and that not enough will come now. Those in the kings’ colours are resolute, especially those experienced officers from Callodon who have seen battle before. But even we know that we’re just not enough.”
“Have any left their posts?” Tyrane asked awkwardly.
“Deserted, you mean, Captain? No. Not that I’m aware of. My lord, may I speak frankly?”
“Of course,” Gawain asserted, “I would prefer it if you did, at all times.”
“Then, Serres, speaking for myself, as a Jurian, our lands are both long and wide, and our homes scattered about them. Hamlets and farmsteads of tens and twenties, larger villages of between fifty and three hundred people. The towns may boast a thousand or perhaps even several thousand, especially if you include Castletown, but they too rely on the smaller communities surrounding them.
“Ignoring the elderly and infirm, the infants and the very young, the numbers of men and women able to fight are small. The same may be said for Callodon, I am sure, but I shall defer to Captain Tyrane if he says otherwise?”
“I shan’t, Captain Byrne.”
Byrne nodded an acknowledgement. “Among the Jurian contingent, certainly within the Royal Jurian Cavalry, we have taken a view I think is shared by many, if not all at Ferdan. If all those physically able to fight left their homes, their hamlets and villages and towns, and came to Ferdan, then all those places, all our homes, our elderly and infirm and our children, would be left completely defenceless. Instead, those who are able to fight are working to fortify and defend their homes and families as best they can. Most of the volunteers we’ve received at Ferdan have no families, or few commitments strong enough to hold them elsewhere.”
Byrne paused, and took a deep breath, glancing at the vista ahead of them before continuing:
“We’ve taken the view, Serres, that though we are outnumbered, whatever fight we put up will delay the enemy’s advance south. Any delay buys time for our people to strengthen whatever defences they may possess, and that is reason enough for us to remain, and to fight as best we can.”
There was another silence as those around the Jurian officer digested his words, and then Byrne shook off the melancholy mood which had gripped him.
“By your leave, my lord, if there’s nothing else I should like to make a round of the perimeter.”
“There is one thing, Captain.”
“My lord?”
“The number of wizards at Ferdan?”
“Three, my lord. Mahlek, the First of Juria, Dakar of Threlland, and Imzenn of Mornland.”
“Three!” Allazar gasped, “Three?”
“Yes, Serre wizard. Those I have named are with the Council. There were two others, one of Callodon and one of Arrun, but they returned to their homelands when reports arrived of rogue wizards and their random attacks. There are perhaps half a dozen wizards of lower rank among the general hands and volunteers, but there are only three wizards of power with the Council. ”
“Three! This is insane, Longsword! Sealed the Hallencloister may be, but dozens of the brethren were in Arrun alone!”
“But who knows how many were lost in the uprising following the first Council of Ferdan?” Tyrane announced.
“Even so… Three! It is beyond imagination that we should go to war with so few!” Allazar shook his head, stunned.
“With respect, Serres, when the Council moved to Shiyanath, a number of wizards were sent back to their lands to prepare the people for war and arrange for supplies and volunteers. And there were a number of fatalities at the first Kings’ Council.”
Gawain remembered the charred and smoking corpses, and the acrid smell of wizards’ fire mingling with the scent of fresh-hewn pine. “Of course, Captain, thank you. And thank you for your briefing.”
Byrne saluted, eased his horse back from the head of the column, and then galloped away towards the vanguard.
“A good man, it would seem,” Tyrane decided.
“Yes, we first met him north of Juria. He showed himself to be a man of honour there. What weapons can we expect from this museum of Brock’s, Tyrane?”
“Ah. Dun Meven.”
Gawain turned to gaze at the Callodonian, who looked a little sheepish. “Out with it, Captain, whatever it is. Our lives might depend on it.”
“I didn’t want to say anything while Captain Byrne was within earshot. Technically speaking, I suppose Dun Meven is something of a museum, but only because there’s been a village there, in the hills, since ancient times. It subsists on goats and sheep, and a little terraced farming. The hills are situated in the northeast corner of Callodon, near the border with Arrun and Juria as I said earlier. I understand that a couple of hundred years ago, there were some tense times between Callodon and Juria in those days, and as a precautionary measure, Dun Meven was fortified. The village is still there but it’s now much more of a hill fort than a simple village community. It’s a stronghold, with all the facilities one might expect a stronghold to possess, including a well-appointed armoury.
“I didn’t want to mention it earlier for fear of offending our Jurian allies, politics being what they are.”
“Dun Meven as a village has a long and colourful history,” Arramin announced, “And its location is ideal as a border stronghold. Were it not for the creatures of the Pangoricon available to our enemy, it would make for a formidable refuge in the face of an enemy advance, and I could tell you several tales of it being used as both haven and fortress. As I understand it, even the Ramoth never ventured there, the hills alone were sufficient deterrent to their progress in that region. Nevertheless, my lord, the weapons stored there will, I am certain, prove to be fully functional.”
“And, my lord,” Tyrane added, “If his Majesty ordered their delivery to Ferdan in July, then all being well they should arrive soon, if they haven’t already.”
“Let’s hope so. Are there any more of these Callodonian ‘museums’ I should know about?”
Tyrane smiled. “One or two might be dotted about the place, m’lord, one or two.” Then the captain’s smile faded and he added, “Alas, none close enough to Ferdan to be of use to us now.”
“I fear, my lords,” Arramin sighed, “That although his Majesty was greatly affected by the loss of the Old Kingdom and instituted measures to improve Callodon’s military capabilities, there simply hasn’t been enough time available to us.”
“Even with the best will in the world, sixteen years is not enough,” Allazar agreed, “Not if you wish to change an entire nation’s character.”
“The Ramoth managed it in a lot less,” Gawain reminded them. “But it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that the loss of Pellarn to the Empire might have prompted all of this.”
“How so, my lord?”
“Morloch has been drawing his plans against us for a very long time. But I suspect Goria’s invasion of Pellarn wasn’t in his plans, or if it was, the Emperor acted prematurely. Morloch wouldn’t want the lowlands armed and ready for war, far from it. Brock’s measures to strengthen Callodon’s military following the loss of Pellarn would have been alarming, and so Morloch had to act.
“It would have made far more sense to wait until the breach in the Teeth had been made, and then with his hordes ready to advance through the breach, to attack in the southwest at Pellarn, in the west against Elvendere, and then sweep south simultaneously here and in Goria. Instead, he had to distract our attention and use deceit and guile in the form of the Ramoth to keep us busy, and in the Empire, cow the imperial forces with the darkness Jaxon has described.”
“An interesting theory, Longsword. Does it help us?”
Gawain shook his head. “It may mean that we needn’t fear a large force crossing the Ostern and taking the Jarn Gap in the southwest. But it changes nothing in the north.”
“Ah.”
“I’m going to give Gwyn a stretch, and myself too. Perhaps you’d tell Elayeen I’ll stay within sight of the wagons, Allazar, I don’t want her protesting my absence.”
“I shall, Longsword.”
And with that, Gawain swung Gwyn around, and while Allazar trotted towards Elayeen to deliver his message, gave Gwyn her head.
Actually, Gawain thought, it could change everything, wizard. It could change everything in the north.
 
The ghost of Captain Hass smiled. I want you all to understand, gentlemen, that neither The One Thousand nor any in his Royal Majesty’s service condone or engage in any of the despicable and dishonourable activities I am about to describe. In fact, Hass’s eyes had sparkled in the morning sunshine bathing the fields of Narrat and the Sea of Hope behind him, so despicable and dishonourable are these activities we can only discuss them here on the southern cliffs, far from honourable ears!
 
Gawain smiled too, as Gwyn began snorting in time with her running towards the south, and then she began to ease her head towards the east.
 
Now, Hass continued, eyeing all the cadets before him, why am I imparting such despicable knowledge at all? Because the enemy ain’t as honourable as us, that’s why, and they won’t hesitate to employ methods and weapons which’d make a Goth-lord cry! So, pin yer ears back, while I tell you about lies, and deceit, and fear, and terror, suspicion, doubt and the dirty sneaky deeds a dirty sneaky enemy might attempt to employ against us noble and honourable paragons of men!
 
Morloch was a master of deceit. Gawain would need to be, too. There were hints, subtle and vague but interesting nevertheless, hints that all was not as it seemed in the north. The faint embers of hope Gawain clung to suddenly flared a little, as if a gentle breeze were blowing through the ash enveloping their coals.
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8. miThal
 
The journey north along the plains was slow, with frequent rests for the horses. The caravan could only travel as fast as the slowest wagon, and while it was true they could move at the trot, the harness horses tired quickly. Rain on their second night in tented comfort softened the ground, and that made the going slower the next day.
Rain had also seemed to soak away what lingering heat remained in the air from the day, and it turned distinctly chilly. Gawain took to wrapping himself in the cloak gifted to him by lady Merrin, and kept himself apart from everyone, except when Byrne or Tyrane made reports on their progress or kept him apprised of reports from the patrols around them.
For seven of the eight companions who’d left Jarn together, the air of sadness and ending was palpable, and it seemed to be taking longer than Gawain had expected for them to let go of him. They’d simply spent so much time watching out for each other on their journey, it felt distinctly unnatural not to look for each of them often, and they for him. Only Elayeen seemed perfectly content with the new reality of life on the plains of Juria, but no-one knew what she truly felt, for she rarely spoke except with elves, and they too kept themselves to themselves.
 For Gawain, though, it was an ideal time to think, and to plan. He felt at ease on the plains, and so did Gwyn. The air was fresh, and smelled of good clean earth and grasses, and it was like perfume after the musty odour of decay they’d endured for so long in the forest. Here, there was clarity, and little to trouble him but the simple task of heading north. At Ferdan, he knew, all would be chaos and confusion, and the endless demands of command and the expectations of others.
But the best part, from Gawain’s perspective, was fresh frak. It reminded him of his journey across the farak gorin with Martan of Tellek. They had crossed at one of the narrowest parts of that ‘land of nothing’, the expanse of sharp and vicious bitchrock just visible on a clear day from the point above Tarn. The day before setting out on that fateful crossing, Allazar had shown him the three dark dots in the shimmering ribbon of glassy brown rock, Black Riders, waiting patiently for him there.
That crossing point on the farak gorin had been almost exactly mid way between the army camped near the north-eastern coast at the Barak-nor, and the forces camped northwest of the tip of Elvendere. It was also, now, precisely where Gawain needed Morloch’s combined forces to cross south against them. Getting Morloch to move his pieces where Gawain wanted him to, that was the tipping-point. The future of the southlands, the future of everything, depended on it.
 
It was their third night-camp, evening, and after everyone except Gawain had enjoyed another hot meal of Jurian beef, he’d made a check of the horses, and was washing his hands in a stream when Allazar approached.
“Longsword, may I speak?”
“Of course, Allazar.”
“According to Captain Byrne and Master Arramin, we might expect to arrive at Ferdan before sunset tomorrow, if we maintain the pace of the past two days.”
“This isn’t news, Allazar. What’s on your mind?”
The wizard fidgeted, transferring the Dymendin staff from his right shoulder to his left, and eyeing their surrounds.
“There’s no-one within earshot,” Gawain confirmed. “Out with it.”
“It’s the elves, Longsword.”
“What about them?”
“Valin and Meeya would speak with you. You’ve spoken not a word to any of the squadron loyal to Elayeen. Nothing that wasn’t an insult, that is.”
Gawain sighed. “What exactly do they want, do you know?”
Allazar gave a slight shrug, but his features were genuinely concerned. “I know you must maintain a certain façade, Longsword, and I have no doubt our queen understands this too. But Meeya and Valin were with us at the Barak-nor. They stood at your lady’s side in that foul land, and have ever been her friend. It was they who escorted dwarves to Elvendere, and risked a great deal in so doing. They know you, Longsword, and they are confused by your recent behaviour. The rest of the squadron who know nothing about you save tales of your deeds, need more than you have given them if they are to fight for us, for you, in the north. All they have now is their loyalty for Elayeen, and grief for the home they have lost because of it. That home,” Allazar nodded towards the forest on the western horizon, “Which they can see, but which is barred to them all forever.”
“This is precisely the kind of distraction I do not need, wizard.”
“Then speak with them, Longsword, even if it’s only to command their blind obedience. This time tomorrow, all our lives may change in ways we can scarce imagine. Speak with them, and they will be one less distraction to divert you from your path, and perhaps one more crucial ally to vex Morloch in the dark days ahead.”
“Yet it’s important that Morloch knows we have been abandoned by elves.”
Allazar shrugged again. “If your suspicions are correct and Morloch yet has his spies in Elvendere and in Ferdan, he certainly already knows that.”
“Dwarfspit. This is the tightrope you mentioned. Frankly I would rather not speak with any of them.”
“At Ferdan, Longsword, you’ll have nowhere to hide from such kingly duties. All eyes there will be fixed upon you.”
“What’s the point of being a king and having a First Wizard when I have to do everything myself?”
Allazar allowed himself a smile, “Alas, my attention is firmly on the keeping of the stick. It is something of a full-time occupation at the moment.”
“And one which could easily come to an end by my breaking it over your head.”
“I’m glad to see you have retained a little humour in spite of our miserable circumstances, Longsword.”
“Humour?”
“Ah.”
“Walk with me.”
“Of course.”
And walk they did, through the horses and into camp, and to a small clearing where Elayeen stood quietly casting her gaze all around, her bow resting on her boot as ever. Meeya and Valin stood beside her, and on Gawain’s approach, whispered something to Elayeen who promptly lowered her eyes.
“Allazar has told me you wish to speak with me,” Gawain announced, though to who wasn’t entirely clear.
After a moment’s confusion, it was Meeya who spoke. “Thal-Gawain, we would know if we are welcome. Once you called us frith, now we do not know.”
Gawain turned his full attention to the dark-eyed elfin officer. There was worry in her expression, and also a streak of defiance. It had been Meeya who’d led Gawain through Elvenheth to bring Elayeen out of Faranthroth, in spite of all elven taboos against it.
“Meeya thalangard. Ever have you been frith to miheth. And we fought together at the Barak-nor. That was before Thal-Hak betrayed all the kindred races and doomed these lands to destruction. You and your comrades are loyal to Thalin-Elayeen, and thus, by her honour, to me. This you know.”
Meeya and Valin nodded. Elayeen said nothing.
“We ride for war. This you also know. It is likely we ride to our death. At Ferdan, you will see how few we have to defend against Morloch’s hordes. You will see how poorly defended these lands are, and you will see how much we all relied upon Elvendere for the thousands of archers Thal-Hak could have, and should have, brought to the field of battle.
“And you will also see the fear and despair in the eyes of all at Ferdan. You will see it etched on their faces and you will hear it in their voices. Still, all of them, all of us, will ride on, on to the north, to the farak gorin, and we shall fight. We shall fight not because we believe we can win the war. We shall fight because we know we cannot win. We shall fight knowing we shall lose, but also knowing that every one of Morloch’s spawn we destroy is one less to feed upon the lands and the people we hold dear. Lands and people the Thallanhall have abandoned.”
Meeya’s eyes began to water, her defiance wilted, and she lowered her gaze.
“Know this, then, Meeya thalangard. You, and Valin, and Thalin-Elayeen, and the one hundred and ten other elves in the squadron of outcasts who even now keep watch around us, will be the only elves at Ferdan. You will be the only elves at the farak gorin. You will be the only elves fighting and dying alongside the kindred races of Man. And none of us will live to sing songs or tell tales or raise monuments to the memory of those who died there.
“All that matters is that between now and then, you are the only elves here. Whether you all wish to end your days with your eyes downcast and heads bent by the shame heaped upon them by cowards and traitors in the Thallanhall, or standing tall and fierce and proud and the envy of every elf yet lurking in that forest, is for you to decide.”
Meeya’s head tilted up, her back straightened, and she and Valin stood tall.
“Personally,” Gawain added, “I would prefer to die with the latter at my back, and a curse on my lips for all those who have betrayed us.”
Meeya and Valin snapped their right hands over their hearts, briefly, in salute.
“Thank you, Thal-Gawain,” Meeya added, her voice firm with resolve.
“All I need is for the squadron to follow where I command. Deesennen, Meeya thalangard. Tell them.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“And keep watch over my lady.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Is there anything else?”
“Nai, miThal.”
Elayeen’s eyes lifted, and for the briefest moment, locked with Gawain’s. “Do not stray from my sight at Ferdan,” Eldengaze rasped, softly, and before the Sight could numb his blood, her gaze dropped to his chest once more.
“And do not stray far from my range, or Allazar’s,” Gawain replied. “Not all enemies are dark.”
Elayeen’s head tilted slightly in acknowledgement, and then she turned, bringing the audience to an end and allowing Meeya and Valin to escort her towards the tent near the centre of the camp.
Allazar leaned on his staff, and sighed.
“I thought I’d heard the end of those noises on the Morrentill,” Gawain grumbled, watching Elayeen’s progress through the camp.
The wizard smiled sadly. “Recently, Longsword, you said I only addressed you as a wizard should a king when other ears were near or when I felt the need to offer reproach.”
“True.”
“You neglected to mention the times when your kingly words or deeds by themselves commanded such respect. This was one of those times, but you have required me to address you only as Longsword.”
“I believe I stipulated that the requirement would begin when we get to Ferdan. We’re not there yet.”
“Ah.”
“I’m going to practice my throwing.”
“Again?”
“Again. Being stuck on that Dwarfspit canal for an age took its toll of my arm and my aim. I suspect we’ll need both soon.”
“Then if I am no longer needed, Longsword, I shall seek out Master Arramin. I believe he’s feeling a little lacklustre now we’re on familiar territory.”
“Lacklustre?”
“Indeed. The Canal and Wheels of Thal-Marrahan were to him the greatest adventure of his long life. This,” Allazar nodded at the camp and the plains, “This must seem dreadfully mundane to him.”
Gawain nodded, thoughtfully. “You might ask him to bend his mind to anything that might be useful to us at the front. That sausage of lightning of his, for example, I am sure will come in very useful.”
“The Dove of Orris? Indeed it might.”
“Between you and I, Allazar,” Gawain said softly, “I have plans concerning the wizard Arramin. You might suggest he stays close to us. The two of you should begin thinking more about the war and less about rabbits and books.”
“Alas, with all this fresh beef our good Captain Byrne keeps supplying, it’s difficult to keep my mind from rabbits. Especially with so many of them in plain sight during the day. But yes, Master Arramin’s knowledge of history might indeed be useful.”
“Tell him to remind you of that book of Zaine tenet you’re so fond of, too.”
Allazar drew himself up. “Longsword, no wizard needs reminding of the first tenet of the Codex Maginarum: ‘no wizard may harm the kindred races of Man, save in defence of his Realm and himself.’”
“Good. Remember, this is as much your realm as anyone else’s, and you will both certainly be required to defend it. Besides, in speaking with Arramin, that repository of ancient knowledge you possess might be jogged by the antiques contained in his, and provide us with something useful.”
Gawain strode away towards the north of the camp, leaving Allazar to seek out the wizard Arramin. The sun was low, and sinking quickly, but there’d be daylight enough for a little less than an hour’s practice with arrow and string. Rollaf and Terryn had clearly been thinking along the same lines, and the twang of their crossbows was clearly audible when Gawain splashed through a shallow puddle to join them.
They’d stuffed a set of old clothes with rags and straw and grasses, making a creditable man-sized scarecrow of a target which they’d propped up with a Callodonian lance some eighty yards to the west. The setting sun threw the target into silhouette, and shadows added another degree of difficulty to their practice.
Gawain strung an arrow, and loosened his shoulders. When Rollaf and Terryn loosed their bolts at the target and were reloading, Gawain threw his arrow. Or rather arrows, getting three of them off before the former scouts could reload and present to the target again. Muttered oaths accompanied each miss, from all three of the men, and a careful count was kept of bolts and arrows. When the target had been sufficiently riddled to risk damaging any further projectiles, the men jogged to the target, admired the accuracy or otherwise of their aim, and then set about looking for and retrieving any shafts which had missed their mark.
Back at the shooting line, Gawain strung an arrow and then paused.
“I’d like you both to stay close to the wizard Arramin, even more so when we reach Ferdan.”
“Aye, milord.”
“Thank you. I’ve a feeling we’re all going to need him later, and I’d like for men I trust to be the ones watching over him, not strangers.”
“Milord?”
“Yes, Rollaf.”
“Terryn and me were wondering about the elves. After what you said and all. Do we trust this lot?”
Gawain shrugged. “Less than those of us who left Jarn together can trust each other, and about as much as we can trust anyone else. They left their homes to serve my lady, and because of that, they can never go back. Has something happened I should know about?”
“No, milord, just wondering.”
“Aye, wondering,” Terryn agreed quietly.
“I wonder, too. But I doubt we’ll need to worry about them too much, not considering the enemy we’re up against.”
Rollaf and Terryn nodded, and Gawain hurled his arrow. It struck the target, but in the thigh, low and to the left. Crossbows twanged, and as the shadows of the distant forest lengthened and crept towards them, they continued their practice.
And Gawain did wonder. Meeya and Valin had travelled to Threlland last winter, and had fought alongside Elayeen at the Barak-nor, and seen the foul enemy lurking there. But Gawain did not forget that the two thalangard had been sent to Threlland in the winter by elfwizards. To kill him.
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9. Thirty Miles
 
The practiced ease with which Jurian and Callodon troops struck camp was in evidence next morning in spite of a fine drizzle which dampened hair, clothes, and moods. A hot breakfast helped, but when the last of the wagons was loaded and horses hitched to harness, dawn broke grey and dreary, with few breaks in the leaden, featureless sky.
They’d scarcely travelled two miles, perhaps a little more, when all eyes at the head of the caravan were drawn to a rider galloping towards them from slightly east of north.
“One of yours, Captain Byrne?” Tyrane asked quietly as the caravan came to a cautious halt.
“No, Serres, looks like one of the elves.”
It was, and from the speed at which the thalangard rode, it was obvious to everyone that something significant had happened at the extent of their patrol.
“It is Reesen of ’Heth who approaches,” Meeya announced from Elayeen’s right flank. “He does not speak well the common tongue.”
“I thought everyone spoke the common tongue of the kindred, hence its name,” Tyrane said, perhaps louder than he’d intended.
“He is of Elvenheth,” Meeya stated firmly.
“Elvenheth is barred to all except elves,” Allazar explained, “There would be little need of the common tongue there.”
“Ah, I see. My apologies.”
The elf slowed his horse and reined in abruptly, plumes of condensation billowing like dragon’s breath from the animal’s flaring nostrils.
“MiThal,” Reesen saluted, and then looked a little confused, struggling for words before pointing vaguely away behind him to the northeast, “Death.”
Meeya spoke, a stream of quiet, lilting elvish, and Reesen saluted Gawain again and replied, also in elvish. When he’d finished, Meeya translated.
“Two bodies, dead some time, man or elf he does not know.”
“Does he know how they died?”
“No, he says you should see, miThal.”
“Very well. Byrne, pull up the rearguard, I don’t want to leave the wagons poorly defended.”
“Aye, my lord,” Byrne wheeled his horse around and gave a signal to one of the wagon drivers, who promptly lit a wadded crossbow bolt and loosed it high to the south. It left a trail of oily brown smoke in its wake as it arced towards their former campsite.
“Arramin, please remain here, Terryn likewise. Rollaf, with us. The head will advance.”
A quick nod to Reesen, and the elf wheeled around and galloped away, Gawain hard on his heels and the rest following.
A group of four of the squadron were mounted, watchful, close to where the bodies lay, and one glance was enough to understand why Reesen hadn’t been able to identify whether the dead had been men or elves.
Gawain dismounted, and gave a quick hand-signal to Rollaf, who nimbly leapt from the saddle and began to make a slow circle some fifty yards in diameter with the corpses at its centre.
“Carrion-eaters have made a mess,” Byrne opined, “There’s no way of telling how they died.”
“I am not so sure,” Gawain said quietly, eyeing the ground near the bodies. “Valin, I need Jaxon and Kahla here. You know who they are?”
“I do, miThal.”
“Send one of the squadron to fetch them, please.”
Valin spoke briefly, an elf held up a hand, and after further instructions, galloped away towards the caravans.
“Elayeen?”
“There is nothing dark within my sight.”
“Thank you.” Gawain moved closer to the grisly scene as Rollaf finished his loop and made his brief report.
“Two sets of tracks, boots and horses, from the south, heading north. Horses went southeast in a hurry. One set of tracks leaving here, going north on foot.”
“The set leaving for the north, it looks like booted feet, or shoes, to me.”
“Aye milord. Seems like the one who left, arrived on foot from the southeast.”
“Thank you, Rollaf. Throw a wider loop, would you? See if you can spot anything else.”
“Aye milord.” And Rollaf loped away again.
“I can’t tell from the remains of the clothing who or what they were. Allazar?”
Allazar dismounted, and grimacing at the gruesome remains, advanced for a closer look. “The boots are high to the knee, and of leather. A style common to riders of all the kindred, but these people were too tall in life to have been men of Threlland.”
“And too slender,” Gawain agreed. “No weapons that I can see.”
“They may be underneath the bodies…”
“No, don’t move the remains, not yet. I’d like our friends from Goria to see this first.”
“You suspect something dark did this?”
“I do.”
“It could just have been a frenzied attack with a blade, my lord?” Tyrane asked from the saddle, hopefully.
“Possibly, though the manner in which the faces have been destroyed concerns me. That’s why I’ve asked for Jaxon and Kahla. I’d say these two have been dead for a week, or thereabouts. Byrne?”
The captain nodded. “Weather’s been much the same for the last ten days or so, rain, drizzle, then a day or two of sunshine before the rains again. Ground’s softened after summer’s baking. There’s not much in the way of animals on the plains could do that. Maybe wolves from the forest, but I doubt it, not this far north.”
Gawain looked back over his shoulder at the trio of riders heading towards them at a fast trot. Poor Jaxon and Kahla were clinging on for dear life.
“Brigands? Mercenary remnants of the Ramoth guards, waylaying innocent travellers?” Tyrane persisted, but without much conviction, and only Byrne seemed to think it possible.
When Jaxon and Kahla arrived, looking distinctly unsettled by the fastest ride they’d ever attempted, Gawain asked them to dismount and advance.
“Have you seen a sight like this before?” he asked.
“Yes, Serres,” Jaxon replied immediately, Kahla nodding fiercely before averting her eyes. “On our journey from Armunland. This was how we would find our friends in the mornings. Three great wounds across the chest, and nothing left of the face.”
Gawain recalled the claws of Grimmand and Kiromok, and eyed the remains once more. “Thank you both. Byrne, Valin, pull the patrols in tight, no more than a bowshot from the wagons now. Allazar, pencil and paper, and if you would attend the fallen. The rest of us will rejoin the caravan and continue on to Ferdan. Captain Byrne, a moment please.”
Orders were relayed, signal arrows launched aloft, and while the rest of the group headed back to the wagons, Gawain remained, mounted on Gwyn, scribbling a hasty note for Brock while he waited for Allazar to finish the last rite for the dead, and for Rollaf to finish his loop. When he was satisfied with the warning for Brock, he folded the paper and handed it to Byrne.
“Your fastest rider, Captain, and this goes to no-one’s hand at Ferdan but Brock of Callodon’s.”
“Aye, my lord!” Byrne declared earnestly, then wheeled his horse around and galloped for the wagons and the riders gathering there.
“There were no weapons beneath the bodies, Longsword,” Allazar confirmed as he climbed into the saddle, and together they watched the ashes of the unknown people darkening in the persistent drizzle.
“Possibly volunteers up from the south, and unarmed,” Gawain muttered, “Or the Grimmand took what weapons they might have carried as part of its new disguise.”
“A Grimmand of Sethi?”
“The tracks leaving the scene of the killing were made by booted feet, there were no signs of the three-toed spoor left by the Kiromok around the baths of that city in the south. We can at least be thankful we don’t have one of those unseen creatures lurking nearby.”
“In truth. And I would not have expected a Grimmand of Sethi so far south of the farak gorin.”
“Why not? The enemy have wings. All it would need is a dark night, cloudy, no stars or moon, and a Graken sliding silently overhead to deposit one of those creatures behind our lines.”
Allazar shuddered, watching the distant figure of the Callodon scout stooping and peering at the ground. “Then we may be too late, Longsword. If one of those foul creatures is already at Ferdan, there is no telling what death and destruction it may have wrought. Especially with only three wizards of staff power in the Council to defend against it.”
“Unless it’s waiting for the king and queen of ashes to take their places in the Council hall before striking.”
“But why? With four thousand in the north gathering against our trifling force, what would be the purpose?”
“Oh, the usual military one, destroy the leaders, sow chaos and confusion amongst your enemies. Or perhaps just pure spite on Morloch’s behalf. I’ve sent a warning to Brock. Whether he’ll believe it or not remains to be seen when we get there.”
“It is both worrying and odd,” Allazar’s brow creased with concern and puzzlement. “It takes a great deal of effort to create such foul creatures as Graken and Grimmand. Not to mention the evil of aquamire, and its dread preparation. I would have thought such resources better spent at the front, with war looming.”
In the distance, Rollaf straightened, and loped another twenty yards.
“I would have thought so too,” Gawain agreed.
The wizard’s eyes narrowed. “There is a gleam in your eye, Longsword, which I am learning to recognise, though it’s taken me far too long in the learning. In spite of the peril that the Grimmand of Sethi represents, there is a gleam in your eye and a degree of excitement in your voice which belies our surroundings and circumstances. What are you not telling me?”
Gawain allowed himself a faint and cruel smile while he, too, watched the scout now jogging towards them. “Do you remember you told me, the other day, that you weren’t a General, and had no military strategy?”
“I do.”
“You were right.”
“By the Teeth, Longsword, you are as frustrating now as you were when first I met you.”
“I haven’t improved with age, then?”
“No,” Allazar grumbled.
“Try not to look too excited, wizard. But sending a Grimmand behind our lines was a mistake. Perhaps the biggest mistake Morloch has made since he struck my land and my people.”
Gawain turned his gaze upon the wizard, and for a moment, Allazar felt as though he’d been gripped by the Sight of the Eldenelves, such was the depth of passion he saw in the young man’s eyes. Then Gawain’s expression become regal and inscrutable once more, as Rollaf padded up to them.
“Nothing to add, milord. Sorry.”
“Thank you, Rollaf. Mount up, looks like the patrols have seen the signals and are closing in. We’d best rejoin the others. And hope that chaos and destruction isn’t waiting for us at Ferdan.”
“Aye milord.”
Riding back towards the caravan at the gallop, Allazar found himself clinging desperately to hope in spite of the solemnity of the last rite just performed. If he’d had no hope of Allied victory against Morloch’s forces in the north when he woke this dreary morning, he had now. In amongst the smouldering fires of vengeance he’d seen in Gawain’s eyes had been a glow of triumph. A sly and devious glow, but triumphant nonetheless, like a poacher’s smile on finding his traps full. Allazar didn’t understand it, but it was comforting, and with a Grimmand of Sethi at large, even the smallest of comforts was welcome.
 
The caravan set off once more, at a steady pace. With the one-twelve, as Gawain increasingly referred to them, in a tight ring of perhaps two hundred yards around them, there suddenly seemed a much more military air about their gait and demeanour than before, and eyes became increasingly watchful. What conversation there was seemed mostly to be conducted by the wizards, who spoke quietly with each other, and from what snatches Gawain caught on the breezes, in the wizard’s tongue.
Word of the Grimmand of Sethi and its foul nature was spreading amongst elves, Jurians and Callodonians, and there was an air of urgency about their movements even though their pace was restricted by the wagons.
Twice Gawain glanced over his left shoulder and straight into the eyes of Elayeen, and she had promptly looked away before the Sight could affect him. It was unnerving, from Gawain’s perspective, especially since his queen had so seldom looked in his direction from the day that the Eldengaze had bubbled to its full potency along the Jarn road. There had been times on their journey he had longed to see her give even the slightest hint of interest in him…
But hearing the wizards talking over the noise of hooves and wagons swept all thoughts of Elayeen from his mind, and drew his focus back to the gruesome discovery shortly after dawn, and back to Ferdan, and Morloch. His thoughts were soon distracted though when Byrne approached and drew his horse in on Gawain’s left.
“My lord, we could ride hard for Ferdan, and leave a skeleton crew with the wagons.”
“Simayen Jaxon and Kahla are barely used to the trot, Byrne. A gallop would see their necks or limbs broken before their horses could snort.”
“I could leave my full party with them, my lord. Some of the elves, perhaps…”
“No, Captain. We left Jarn together, we shall arrive at Ferdan together. Whatever awaits us at Ferdan, a few hours makes no difference. Your fast rider carries a warning to the Council, and if we rode hard now we’d arrive tired and breathless not very long after he does. There’s nothing to be gained by haste. The Grimmand killed those two unfortunates a week ago, probably while you were riding to take up a station near the Morrentill. It’s had plenty of time to wreak havoc at Ferdan already.”
“Aye, my lord,” Byrne sighed, frustration evident in his voice and expression. “There’s no chance it wasn’t one of these Grimmand things?”
“There’s always a chance we’re wrong, Byrne. But I seriously doubt it. Our friends from Goria had plenty of experience of Grimmand attacks on their way east from Armunland. They know a victim of such a creature when they see one.”
“I’m sorry, my lord. It’s the not knowing which is eating at me, and the thought that even now the creature may be approaching my king, and he completely unaware of the danger. We’re so close now. Another thirty miles, a little less. But for the wagons, we could be there in half the time.”
“That’s the nature of the enemy we face. For all we know, the Grimmand may not be at Ferdan at all, but already fear, doubt, and suspicion are taking its toll. When would you expect to make contact with patrols out of Ferdan?”
Byrne grimaced. “Short-rangers swing a loop some fifteen miles from the centre. A little less towards the west, they don’t approach too close to the forest now. All our long-rangers are north, except those sent to patrol the outlying towns and villages. We have nothing else in the between, my lord. No-one has been expecting anything other than friends to approach from the south, save perhaps for a rogue wizard, and even then the short-rangers are expected to deal with that.”
Gawain nodded. “We’ll eat on the move, and pause only to change the harness horses. Hot food would be welcome on a damp day like this, but dry rations will have to do. We’ll not waste time cooking. Horses can drink when necessary, riders to keep close within sight at all times. It’s not much, but it’ll help increase our progress.”
“Thank you, my lord.” Byrne saluted and broke away to pass the orders.
“What do you think awaits us, my lord?” Tyrane asked quietly from Gawain’s right.
“In truth, my friend, I don’t know. And I’m not going to squander my time worrying about it. We’ll deal with what we find when we find it. It’s what lies beyond Ferdan that concerns me most.”
“Aye, m’lord. The lads had a quiet word with me last night, said you wanted them close to the wizard Arramin?”
“Yes.”
“Trouble?”
“No, not yet. But it would seem that wizards with any kind of power are in short supply on our side, and I want to keep what wizards we have as safe as we can.”
“Understood, my lord.”
“I’d also like for you to cast your expert eye over the forces and supplies at Ferdan, Tyrane. I believe you know what to look out for.”
“I do, m’lord. I’ll have the facts for you as quickly as possible.”
“Will Brock object?”
“My lord?”
“To my using you and your men, and the wizard Arramin, once we reach Ferdan?”
Tyrane looked surprised. “I seriously doubt it, my lord, since you have been named commander of the allied forces waiting there.”
“Things change, Tyrane. We’ve come a long way since Brock’s summons to Shiyanath reached us on the Jarn road. The fact that we’re thirty miles from Ferdan is proof enough of that.”
“If you’ll forgive me for saying so, m’lord, by keeping yourself apart from us all you may not have heard as much as we have from our escort.”
“Something I should know?”
Tyrane flicked his head, clearing the beads of drizzle forming on the rim of his helm. Then he looked Gawain in the eye and spoke quietly, but earnestly.
“The guardsmen of Callodon and Juria, and even Captain Byrne himself, breathe a sigh of relief every time they look at you, though they hide it well. They’re good men, all of them, and not afraid of whatever fate their duty may compel them to suffer. They all know we can’t hope to win the coming war, and they all know whatever we do is simply a delaying action. But still, there’s not one of them hasn’t heard of you and your deeds and doesn’t know that of all men living, you’re the only one to have bloodied Morloch’s nose. More than once, too. You give them hope, m’lord, and it’s a simple hope at that.”
Gawain wiped the drizzle from his brow and his nose. “What’s their hope, Tyrane?”
“That they’ll get to see you bloody that bastard’s nose again, and this time with their own eyes, and not just in tales or songs.”
“I’ll try not to disappoint them,” Gawain muttered, fighting hard against the urge to smile. “But I fear we may all be disappointed this time. This time, Tyrane, there won’t be any Red and Gold thundering up from the South-halt with the Black and Gold on their flank. This time there won’t be thirteen hundred riders with the answer to everything riding to our aid. This time, it’s just us.”
“That was a day I’ll never forget,” Tyrane looked away, sadly. “It was the only time I’ve ever wished I’d been something else.”
“I imagine there’ll soon come a time when all of us will be wishing the same thing. Until then, there’s always hope. And let’s hope all is well at Ferdan when we get there.”
“Well, as you say m’lord, we can deal with what’s waiting at Ferdan when we get there,” and Tyrane flicked his head again. “My hope for now is that it’ll stop raining sooner rather than later. This miserable drizzle seems to defeat all attempts at keeping it out. ‘Soft rain,’ or so Captain Byrne calls it. I prefer the harder stuff that falls in Callodon, the kind that bounces off your helmet and doesn’t sneak its way under your cloak like this misty muck does.”
“Aye, it does do that,” Gawain agreed, and glanced over his left shoulder. Straight into Elayeen’s eyes again, and again she quickly lowered her dread gaze. “I’m going to drop back a little, Tyrane. I want to give my lady a clear view to the front now we know there’s something dark ahead.”
“M’lord,” the captain acknowledged, and Gwyn slowed, allowing the head of the column to pass, until Gawain was riding alone once more with his thoughts.
He held that position, riding east of and parallel with the second of the wagons in their small caravan, with Elayeen and Meeya ahead of him and slightly to his left, and Tyrane and the two wizards, flanked by Rollaf and Terryn, ahead and slightly to his right.
Gawain had known it would be difficult, cutting himself off from them all. So much had happened since Morloch’s Breath had destroyed Raheen and created the DarkSlayer in its aftermath. He’d healed, thanks to Elayeen. He’d found friends. He’d wanted to give them all some reassurance that their hope in him wasn’t misplaced, that there was indeed a chance for victory beyond Ferdan. But he had to maintain his balance on the tightrope Allazar had described. Too much depended on it. Besides, the threat of the Grimmand was all too real, and there was no way yet of knowing what had happened at Ferdan unless… Gawain eyed the two wizards some thirty yards in front of him. And then he dismissed the fleeting idea he’d been toying with.
It’s always wise to assume the enemy knows all your plans and all your advantages, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t make the Dwarfspit shovelmuck work hard to gain that knowledge. If you’ve got a few things up yer sleeves apart from yer arms, keep ‘em there ‘til needed!
Thank you again, Captain Hass. Allazar and his trove of ancient knowledge, and Arramin, with his treasury of antiques, might well prove to be distinct advantages in the days ahead, and the Dove of Orris would remain firmly up their sleeves until Gawain needed it.
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10. Concerning Whitebeards
 
The drizzle which had so dampened spirits after the gruesome discovery in the early morning finally eased in the afternoon. Though the rain stopped, the breezes remained chill from the north, the air felt damp against exposed skin, and the sky was heavy, laden, and a depressing iron grey. Lunch for all save Gawain was either freenmek in its starch-paper wrapping, or beef sandwiched between unappetising slices of pancakes which had been cooked on the griddle the night before, and Allazar now gazed at the distant rabbits dotted about the rolling grasslands with predatory eyes.
“Beef not to your liking any more?” Gawain asked quietly.
“Oh, it’s not so bad, Longsword.”
“In truth?”
“In truth it’s cold, lacks mustard and horse-radish, and is wedged between what looks and tastes like a pair of patchwork quilt-panels, but it’s still better than frak. In my own humble opinion, of course.”
Arramin chuckled, and munched happily on his bar of freenmek, clearly preferring the elven rations to anything else on offer.
Gawain and the two wizards were riding at the walk, and everyone else likewise. Lunch was being taken on the move as promised earlier in the day, but it was being served to all from the wagon bearing the consumable supplies and the pace had slowed to make the task easier, as well as to give the horses something of a rest. Outriders swung in to receive their rations in twos and threes, and Gawain eased Gwyn away from the small queue of riders, the two wizards following suit.
When they were well clear of the hubbub, Gawain became serious.
“There’s a matter of confusion I’d like you both to clear up for me, before we set off at pace again and talking becomes more difficult and a lot less private.”
“Confusion, Longsword?”
“Concerning whitebeards, and their organisation. It’s been niggling at the back of my mind since our encounter with that Ahk-Viell on the Morrentill.”
Allazar was about to take a bite from his sandwich, and paused only long enough to ask “Wherein lays your confusion?”
Gawain squirmed in his saddle, and did his best to dismiss the ghost which had sprung unbidden to the forefront of his mind the instant Allazar had struck the pose and uttered those words.
“You said I’d met one of the Ahk-Viell before, at Ferdan. The elfwizard, Pahak.”
“I did. Pahak served Thal-Hak as Elvendere’s First, and loyally, too. I believe it was he who loosed white fire upon Amaranzenn of Arrun when that foul traitor attempted to strike at our queen.”
“Yet he was of the D’ith Sek, or so you said at the time?”
“He was of the D’ith Sek Council, yes.”
“How is that possible?”
“Longsword?”
Gawain sighed, frustrated. “Elves are supposed to have been elvish for a long time before the Council at Ferdan, but now you tell me an elfwizard Ahk-Viell was also a D’ith Sek?”
“Oh!” Arramin exclaimed, “I believe I understand your Majesty’s confusion. Yes, the order of the D’ith at the Hallencloister is indeed almost exclusively composed of brethren not of elfkind. It was confusion of this nature which caused my surprise at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, when I was astonished by the soolen-Viell’s use of Aaron’s Candle. Oh yes, I do see the cause of your confusion.”
Gawain and Allazar waited. Arramin, smiling, took another bite of his freenmek, and chewed happily.
“Master Arramin?” Allazar prompted gently.
“Eh? Oh!” Arramin swallowed hastily. “Yes, the Viell. Their history is of course shrouded in mystery, or at least it is shrouded from the brethren of the D’ith. Elves being elvish, neither I nor any other wizard of my acquaintance yet living have had access to the libraries of Elvenheth, though they are rumoured to be wondrous indeed. It would be there, in those libraries, that any history of the Viell might be found. Clearly, at some point in ancient times, all wizardkind, including the Viell, shared a common heritage.”
“I’d gathered that much about the relationship myself, Arramin,” Gawain grumbled, “The white hair is something of a clue.”
“Indeed, my lord, indeed, but just as elves and men are distinct but kindred cousins, so too are the Viell and the D’ith. However, as to the cause of your confusion, for as long as I can remember, there have been at least three of the Ahk-Viell on the Council of Sek at the Hallencloister. While it is true that the Viell are more powerful within the confines of their own domain, as we ourselves witnessed, beyond that domain their powers wane considerably.”
“Except for the Ahk-Viell of the D’ith Sek,” Allazar interjected, “They have access to all of the knowledge and tools available to any of the brethren of the First Order, and are able to draw on that power beyond the bounds of their domain.”
“Quite so,” Arramin agreed, nodding happily. “You see, my lords, in elder times, when Morloch abandoned Zaine and sought dominion over all, the Viell and the D’ith were obliged to join forces and work together to bring about Morloch’s destruction. They failed, of course, but together succeeded in driving Morloch beyond the Teeth and binding him there.
“Ever since those terrible days, three of the Ahk-Viell have sat upon the Council of Sek. I believe the intention was that the presence of the Ahk-Viell among the D’ith Sek would serve both as a symbol of union of mystic power, and as a measure of security.”
“Security?”
“Indeed, oh yes. It is said that when Morloch abandoned the path of Zaine, his early victories in the west were all too easy to attain, such was the shockwave which struck the brethren. None could comprehend the depth, breadth and strength of his treachery; none suspected it could possibly happen. In the aftermath, the Council of Sek and the Thallanhall together decided that the presence of the Ahk-Viell on the Council would ensure that no wizard of power, either of the D’ith or of the Viell, could again create such a schism as Morloch did. And neither order could claim ascendency over the other, since both were privy to the tools developed by the other.”
“So elfwizards know everything that the wizards of the D’ith know?”
Arramin pondered the question a moment while chewing another bite of his lunch, before finally nodding his head in agreement.
“And the D’ith know everything that the Viell know?”
“Ah...”
“Ah what, Allazar?”
“I believe Master Allazar is voicing our joint concern regarding the answer to your question, my lord.”
Allazar grimaced. “We were surprised by the apparent power of even the lowliest of the Viell, Longsword. You’ll remember the incident on the barge, with Aaron’s Candle, and also our surprise at those ‘snowballs of lightning’ as you called them.”
“I confess,” Arramin agreed quietly, finishing his meal, “In all my readings, my lords, I have not encountered such a thing as the Viell’s Dove, for want of any other name for that device. Our friend, the somewhat smug soolen-Viell, Keeve, never did divulge the elvish nomenclature for it.”
Gawain frowned. “So, it would be accurate to say that the Viell in Elvendere know everything the D’ith know, but not vice-versa.”
“It would appear so, my lords, indeed. Unless…” Arramin trailed off, and shrugged before finishing his sentence, “Unless the knowledge that the Viell shared remained entirely hidden within sealed Council records to which I had no access. Though I confess it has been almost two years since my last visit to the great library at the Hallencloister.”
Allazar stared unenthusiastically at the remains of his lunch. “It would certainly seem that the checks and balances intended for the Council of Sek have been of rather limited success. I’m not certain I understand the importance you seem to be attaching to the Viell’s relationship with the D’ith Hallencloister, Longsword. Now that elves are elvish once more, and with the Hallencloister sealed, the Ahk-Viell are either trapped within the walls or locked without them.”
“The importance is how much Morloch knows of the whitebeard tools at our disposal when we arrive in the north. I had assumed he knows everything, and the assumption is probably correct. Elfwizards may have kept some things from the D’ith, but Morloch’s spies are nothing if not thorough. They infested Elvendere as well as all these other lowlands.”
“Then your interest is rather more academic than strategic?” Allazar finally popped the last of his frugal lunch into his mouth and started chewing.
“No. My interest is in all things relating to the enemy. If Morloch knows everything both the Hallencloister and the Viell know, then our only advantage when it comes to the dark wizardry we’re likely to face may in fact reside in the historical knowledge you two possess.”
“I believe I understand, my lord. If Morloch and his minions have focused their attention on any new tools or developments to which the Viell or the D’ith now have access, he may underestimate the value of our antique devices?”
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, “Which is why I don’t want the two of you using anything like that Dove of Orris thing unless I command it. Is there any way it could be intercepted?”
“Hmm?”
“That messenger of yours, is there any way another could intercept it, or prevent it reaching its destination?”
“Oh! No, my lord, I don’t believe so. Master Allazar?”
“Mmff,” Allazar swallowed, “It travels extremely quickly, Longsword. Terrain might hamper it, but in line of sight, no, I am not aware of any records of it being intercepted.”
“What if a Razorwing flew into its path, or a flock of starlings?”
The two wizards eyed one another, eyebrows raised, before Arramin answered. “It might upset the birds a little, my lord, and there is a very slim possibility that a message contained within the Dove of Orris might suffer a slight degradation or corruption, but that is all.”
Gawain nodded. “Good,” and then he stared off towards the northern horizon, “Good.”
“Longsword?”
“Sorry, I was thinking. You said on the canal that the Dove could only carry short messages.”
“Yes.”
“I’d like the two of you come up with a simple code then, one that the two of you would understand. A single character for longer meanings, particularly directions, numbers, movements, that kind of thing.”
“There are many such ciphers, my lord, Master Tenethet’s teachings were comprehensive, though I’m not sure how this will avail us at the front line?”
“You may not be with us at the front line, Arramin,” Gawain said quietly, “Though I’m thinking on my feet, as it were.”
“Oh dear. I had hoped to be of some continued service, my lord…”
“You will be, Arramin. I don’t have a plan fully formed yet, but I do know that when battle commences, signals will be of the utmost importance. And I need to know that any messages which reach me are reliable.”
“I understand, my lord.”
“Those three wizards Byrne mentioned, at Ferdan, which of them is the senior?”
“All three are of the D’ith Sek, Longsword.”
“So none has seniority? Surely one must outrank the others?”
“Technically, no. Mahlek served as Regulator at Kings’ Council for two reasons; he is the First of Juria and the Council was held in Juria, and he is well known as a stickler for rules, regulations, and protocol and could be counted upon to regulate without bias. Dakar of Threlland, and Imzenn of Mornland I am not familiar with, though I vaguely recall being introduced to a number of the brethren in Threlland and Dakar’s name was among them.”
“I believe Imzenn of Mornland,” Arramin offered, “Is something of an authority on the pollination and hybridization of fruit.”
Allazar must have caught a glimpse of the shadow of horror which momentarily darkened Gawain’s features, for he hurriedly added “Though he is of course of staff rank, Longsword, and should be more than capable of loosing white fire when needed.”
“Then let’s hope he remembered to bring his stick with him,” Gawain muttered, unimpressed. “So none of the three will be in command of the others?”
“The order of the D’ith is not a military organisation, Longsword. The hierarchy merely represents the level of knowledge, wisdom, and power which one has attained through continuous study. The Council of Sek’s function is more adjudication and arbitration than governance, though it is true that the Council has in the past set, and still upholds, policy. There are many of the rank of Sek, but few are elected to Council.”
Arramin nodded. “Twenty-two at most, and twelve at least, to be precise, my lord. The Council of Sek is itself overseen by the Sardorians. Once, there were four Sardors, one nominated for each of the cardinal points. But over time, the number was reduced to one. The Sardor of the Hallencloister serves as final arbiter should such be needed, and is also the guardian or gate-keeper of the most arcane knowledge and mysteries in the vaults.”
“And it’s in those vaults that the Pangoricon is kept?”
“It is,” Arramin agreed, “Though I myself have never read that ancient and fragile tome.”
“Is it likely the three at Ferdan know of its content?”
“Alas no, my lord, or they would have recognised the descriptions of those foul winged creatures Master Allazar has informed me command the skies above the farak gorin. Indeed, I imagine very few would know of that book’s content. Only the Sardor himself may grant access to it, and until events at Ferdan in the summer, few would have reason to refer to it at all.”
“And now the Hallencloister is sealed, it’s unlikely anyone will read it who’ll be of use to us now, Longsword.”
Arramin sighed. “I had hoped for a glimpse of the libraries in Elvendere while everyone was busy with Council in Shiyanath, but alas…”
“Do you think elves have a copy of the Pangoricon? I know we made mention of it to Gan at Ostinath to warn him of the dangers they’ll be facing.”
“I am certain of it, my lord.”
“Indeed, Master Arramin?” Allazar seemed suddenly hopeful again in spite of his poor lunch, “It would certainly avail elven forces at their western border.”
“Indeed, Master Allazar. It is my firm belief, based upon hints and suggestions unearthed during my many years of study, that Morloch’s Pangoricon is one of very few relics, if not the only surviving relic, of the Eldenelves of yore, and that they compiled that tome from reports made during or after the Kindred’s battles with Morloch in those elder times. The book in the vaults of the Hallencloister is very likely a copy of the original held in Elvendere, and you will recall what Serat of the Ahk-Viell said concerning the endurance of their records.”
Gawain felt something stir in the pit of his stomach, perhaps the first yawn of butterflies waking from a deep slumber, the first tentative stretching of their wings. But he had to maintain his composure, and understand the importance of Arramin’s assertion before he could allow excitement to blossom. Before their conversation could continue, though, Byrne trotted towards them from the supply wagon.
“My lord, all have been fed, horses have been refreshed, we can pick up the pace again now if you wish.”
“Very good, Captain, please do so. Are we still likely to reach the gates of Ferdan before dusk?”
“We are, my lord. Four hours, or thereabouts, though…” Byrne suddenly looked a little embarrassed, “Though with the breezes from the north I expect we’ll smell Ferdan before we see it. Seven hundred men and a similar number of horses in bivouac, well… ”
“We’ll worry about that when we get there,” Gawain asserted, “Keep everyone tight, Byrne, and alert. It could well be that one of those seven hundred isn’t a man at all.”
“Aye, my lord,” Byrne saluted and rode away to pass orders to his sergeant.
“Arramin?”
“My lord?”
“You’ll have noticed that Allazar keeps his staff to hand. Actually, he keeps it in his hand, for the most part. I’d like you to do the same from now on. I know you’re not accustomed to it, but we’re only a few hours from Ferdan. There may come a time when we all find ourselves depending on your stick.”
“Of course, my lord,” Arramin said softly, his eyes wide with concern, though for what or for whom, Gawain couldn’t tell.
But the elderly wizard grasped the makeshift strap by which his staff was slung and carried over his shoulder, and with a little fumbling, the white oak staff Allazar had created at the baths of Calhaneth was soon firmly in the grip of Arramin’s gnarled hand, one end resting on his right stirrup.
“I’ll leave you two to discuss ciphers and such, I have more thinking to do before we reach Ferdan. When we do, stay close. To me, to each other, and to Elayeen.”
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11. Ferdan
 
Byrne was right. They really did catch a faint and unpleasant odour on the northerly breezes well before a vanguard scout reported seeing the high palisade walls of Ferdan rising above the horizon. It was difficult to describe the scent, and no-one really wished to try; there were close to a thousand men and dwarves, and all their animals, hastily and temporarily encamped in the open outside the town, and that, of necessity, meant poor sanitation and hygiene.
Ferdan simply hadn’t been built to accommodate such a host. It had grown around a simple barracks, and its market square, inns, shops and dwellings had expanded as far as the walls had allowed, and then Ferdan had simply stopped growing, and stagnated. Its facilities, such as they were, served only itself and the small contingent of lacklustre Royal Jurian Foresters originally posted there to watch the west, and thus it had declined, its residents becoming as bored and apathetic as the forester on guard-duty Gawain had encountered on his first visit to the place.
Gawain signalled Tyrane to pull the escort closer still, and for what would likely be the last time, re-formed the group of those who had set out from Jarn together. He rode at the head, flanked by Elayeen and Allazar, Tyrane and Arramin behind him, and then, in a line abreast, the Gorian couple flanked by the Callodonian scouts.
The wagons moved in train to the rear, and the one-twelve drew tighter in flanking columns of two, so that from the ramparts of Ferdan, it looked like a broad mounted column was approaching at a gentle trot.
A mile and a half from the fortress town, they saw a flower-like ball of green smoke burst in the air above the walls, and began to hear snatches of distant sounds on the breezes, signal horns blowing, and the indistinct noises which spoke of large groups of men and horses moving. Drizzle began to fall again, casting a damp pall over the proceedings, the dull spectacle ahead drawing slowly nearer.
Elayeen twisted in her saddle, casting her gaze all around and up into the air, and instinctively Gawain turned to look at her, and found himself staring straight into her eyes once more. Still her pupils were but pinpoints in gold-flecked seas of hazel-green, and after a heartbeat’s pause, she turned her face towards Ferdan.
“I see nothing dark around us,” the voice of Eldengaze grated.
“Thank you. Stay close, and watch well. Captain Byrne.”
“My lord?”
“Send a rider ahead, would you? I’d expected to have crossed a patrol long before now. Make certain Brock received my warning.”
“Aye, my lord!” Byrne swung his horse away, signalling his sergeant, and a few moments later a Jurian cavalry trooper galloped from the ranks and raced towards the town.
“It looks impressive,” Tyrane announced quietly, “High walls.”
“Looks can be deceiving, Captain,” Gawain announced. “I thought much the same the first time I arrived here and saw it from a distance. But the walls are old, the defences dull and the town likewise. It wouldn’t hold for long in a siege.”
“Looks like the lines are forming up for some kind of parade,” Tyrane gasped, “Surely they’re not expecting you to inspect the ranks before you’ve arrived!”
Gawain shook his head, eyeing the distant throng and watching as figures hurried to form into ranks and squads, large blocks of men and horses standing to. The land to the south-east of the town’s wall was torn up and muddy, strewn with ranks of tents, pock-marked by buried latrines and the pits for cooking-fires and waste.
“No,” Gawain sighed, “They are mustering Hope, and showing their faith in me and in their flags. There’s something else too, is that a wizard on horseback riding out through the gate?”
“Not all those who dress in white are wizards, Longsword,” Allazar noted. “But you might be right. The rider’s heading for the army, not for us.”
“Army?” Tyrane sighed, “It’s not enough. It’s nowhere near enough.”
“The wizard, or whoever it is, has stopped, between the men and the gate.”
Whoever it was, had. The main gate of Ferdan faced west, towards the distant forest of Elvendere, and the white-clad figure sat still upon his horse near the south-western corner of the wall. When Gawain and his column swung in towards the gates, that figure would be interposed between them and the army mustering further away to the southeast.
Gawain gave a brief whistle to attract Byrne’s attention, and signalled to bring the column to a walk. They slowed, and in so doing, a sense of caution began to rise. The fast rider sent ahead was approaching the gates of Ferdan.
“Trouble, m’lord?”
“No, Tyrane. At least not yet. Our man’s just entering Ferdan. I want to be sure Brock got my message and all is well before we commit ourselves, rather than blundering in there blind.”
As the column drew closer, practiced eyes scanned the palisade, and the troops mustered outside it.
“I can only see two watchmen above the gate, and one at the southwest corner!” Tyrane blinked in astonishment. “Where are the Wallguard?”
“Looking north, perhaps?” Allazar remarked, “We cannot see from this angle. Perhaps they’re not expecting anyone but friends from the south, and that’s why we encountered no patrols.”
Gawain frowned, and briefly stood in the stirrups to gain a better view of the scene ahead. “Byrne is halving the distance between us and Ferdan, he seems anxious, too.”
“And that does indeed look like a wizard on horseback, Longsword.”
“Yes. He’s chosen a strange place to observe our approach.”
“I don’t believe it’s our approach he’s observing, m’lord, he seems to be facing towards the assembly, not towards us.”
“You’re right, Tyrane,” Gawain agreed, “And I’m beginning to think I know why.”
“They’ve thrown the gates wide open now, and there’s our rider approaching Captain Byrne.”
A streamer of white smoke laced upwards from within the walls of Ferdan towards the low and heavy clouds, and another green and smoky flower blossomed in the sky, and this time, a few moments later, they heard the ripping whoosh of the maroon and its loud report. They were approaching within half a mile of the gates now, and Byrne rode back at the gallop, easing up alongside the left flank of the one-twelve before threading his way through them towards Gawain.
“My lord, the rider reports all is well ahead, his Majesty and the Council are in receipt of your warning and precautions have been taken for your party’s arrival. You’re to be met in the square immediately beyond the gates, in front of the council hall.”
“I’m familiar with the lay-out, Captain, thank you. Please pass the word; when we’re through the gates, the one-twelve and escort will retard and form a line to our rear, while the head advances. Stay alert. It’ll most likely be my lady who marks any target when we enter.”
“Aye, my lord.”
Byrne relayed the orders to Valin and Meeya and to his sergeant, and then took up a position between Gawain’s group and the leading wagon in the train. To Gawain’s left, Elayeen moved her bow into the ready position, and in a single, flowing motion, drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. Within moments, and with a sound like breezes rustling the leaves of a copse as sleeves brushed cloaks and wood slid from leather, the one-twelve followed suit. If he’d been asked, Gawain would have grudgingly admitted that it was both impressive and slightly disturbing that the thalangard squadron could so rapidly follow Elayeen’s lead, and without a word of command being uttered. Again, he found himself wishing he had a thousand more of them at his back, but the thought was fleeting.
When the column passed behind the Ferdan wizard, the robed figure sitting saddle silently near the south-western corner of the Ferdan palisade turned his face briefly towards the advancing column, and then back towards the neat ranks of allied forces.
“I believe that must be Imzenn of Mornland holding station between us and the army, Longsword. I don’t recognise him from any of the brethren I met during my time in Threlland, so it cannot be Dakar.”
“At least he remembered to bring his stick. Let’s hope he can use it when the time comes.”
“Why is he on station there, m’lord? You said you thought you had the reason.”
“Part of the precautions Brock and the others have taken, I shouldn’t wonder. Clever, too. If there’s a Grimmand within that host, and it tries to rush us, the wizard will strike it down. It’s likely another reason why the men were called to parade like that; easier to keep watch on them when they’re standing-to and not milling around in a mob. The men themselves will probably think it just a ceremonial salute, I doubt Brock has told them of the Grimmand threat yet.”
“It would also explain the lack of watchmen on the walls, Captain,” Allazar agreed, “Less opportunity for a Grimmand to launch a surprise attack from those vantage-points.”
“Brock’s done well,” Gawain agreed, “If this is indeed Brock’s work.”
“He’s a good man,” Tyrane asserted quietly, though the pride in his voice was clear.
“That he is.”
The column had eased due north and was now riding parallel with the west wall, a hundred yards or so from its dull grey face, the tree-trunks forming the palisade old and weathered, and mottled by patches and streaks of wood-tar hiding the worst of its defects. The assembled allied forces disappeared from view behind the south-western corner, and when Gawain judged the vanguard level with the open gates, he gave a short, sharp whistle. At once, the vanguard, and the entire column behind it, wheeled to the right.
“There is nothing dark upon the walls.”
“Thank you.”
“No guards at the gate either, Longsword. And that, if I am not mistaken, looks like the Prime of the Council standing on the decking outside the hall. Brock, Willam, and Eryk. The two wizards to the right of them are doubtless Mahlek and Dakar.”
It was distinctly eerie, entering the town. As soon as the vanguard crossed the threshold into Ferdan, they peeled away to the left and to the right, leaving Gawain and his group in full view of the five figures standing isolated on the hall’s deck. Gawain kept the pace to the walk, listening carefully as the one-twelve continued to peel away, forming a broad line behind their backs.
“Our friends look nervous,” Allazar said quietly.
“With good reason,” Gawain replied.
“There is nothing dark around us.”
“Thank you, Eldengaze. Watch well.”
At about twenty yards from the hastily-erected hall and the five standing there, Gawain brought Gwyn to a halt, and surveyed the scene. The hall still had a fresh appearance, new-built as it had been for the Council of Kings in June. It, and a row of huts and apartments built to accommodate those attending that meeting, stood in stark contrast to the grey and dilapidated buildings of the town which even a fresh coat of paint had failed to improve. The paint seemed already to be peeling in places. Apart from the five lonely figures outside the hall, and a couple of the guardsmen on the platform above the gates, Ferdan appeared entirely deserted.
 Gawain heard the wagons rumble to a halt behind the line of the one-twelve, and then the creaking of hinges as the gates were closed. Silence descended over the courtyard, the whole lacklustre scene smothered by the seemingly incessant drizzle.
Gawain dismounted, and walked forward, waiting while Allazar and Elayeen drew alongside him before he advanced.
“There are no obstacles before us, Eldengaze,” he whispered, and caught a faint nod of acknowledgement from the corner of his eye.
“Welcome to Ferdan, Raheen,” Willam of Juria pronounced, a little sadly. “We weren’t expecting you for weeks yet.”
“A long story. And a long journey.”
The wizard Mahlek coughed politely, and Willam gave a nod. At once, the wizard drew a white kerchief from within his robes, and waved it towards the guards on the platform above the gates. Gawain and his party turned, and saw the guard there repeating the signal with a white flag on a short stick, and moments later, there came the whoosh and bang of a maroon, and an immense white bloom appeared in the grey wash overhead.
“A signal to the men to stand down,” Willam explained, his gaunt features inscrutable.
“Though the gates’ll stay shut for now,” Brock boomed, drizzle clinging to his beard like dew, “And none will enter the town or cross the courtyard except for the wizard Imzenn there, who followed your lot in.”
Sure enough, away to the south side of the courtyard, a robed and painfully thin figure had dismounted, and under the watchful eyes of the thalangard squadron, walked slowly towards his two brethren outside the hall, using his staff in the manner of a hiker’s pole. If he were younger than Arramin, it wasn’t by much.
“The elves are staying, this time?” Eryk grumbled, “Your rider said they’d escorted you from Elvendere?”
“Yes, they are. I’d like them settled within the walls, and I’d like them on the walls, looking in as well as out.”
“So be it, Raheen,” Willam declared. “You have command here now, by mandate of the Council. We can leave Mahlek to make the necessary arrangements. Shall we get in out of the rain? There’s food, and since we received your warning, all have been instructed to remain indoors until notified otherwise.”
“Wise precaution too, from the sound of that creature you described,” Brock announced, his booming voice resonating from within his barrel of a chest. “But come, let’s inside to the warm as Juria says.”
Gawain nodded, and turned to give a brief hand-signal to Valin at the centre of the one-twelve’s line. The elf’s order, though quiet, seemed to echo around the courtyard, adding to the impression that Ferdan was a ghost-town. Elayeen removed the shaft from her bowstring and replaced it in the quiver at her hip, and Gawain held out his left arm. Reluctantly, it seemed, she gently rested her right hand gingerly on top of his forearm, and allowed Gawain to lead her forward.
“There is a step up here,” Gawain said softly, easing up onto the deck.
“So it is true, then,” Eryk of Threlland sighed, his sadness on noting Elayeen’s blindness clear for all to see, “We had hoped it were not so, when your fast rider bearing the warning told us of your lady.”
“There’s much to tell, your Majesty,” Allazar announced, “But let us wait until we are safe within the hall before the telling.”
“Wise words, Allazar,” Brock agreed, and without ceremony threw open the doors to the hall, and stepped inside.
The hall was little different to when Gawain had seen it last. There were still blackened scars about the plank walls and floorboards from the brief but intense battle wizards had fought at the council meeting, and on the raised section where crowns had sat, the rent and blackened stain in the floor where Gawain had thrust the Sword of Justice down into the earth below were still clearly visible. The only visible difference now was the lack of seating below that dais, a few bench seats stored neatly against the walls, and of course the long table now replete with food and drink.
They stood, all of them, dripping on the planks, shaking out cloaks, and those with helms removing them.
“You know Captain Tyrane of course, Brock,” Gawain announced, “And the wizard Arramin. These are scouts Rollaf and Terryn of your guard, and I’m proud to commend them to you, they served us well on our journey from Raheen.”
Brock nodded, eyeing the men and the elderly wizard, and without a word he picked up a chicken drumstick and sank his teeth into it.
“Allazar also you know. But these are our friends, Serre Jaxon and lady Kahla, once of the Old Kingdom, then of Goria, now in the protection of Raheen.”
“Goria!” Eryk blurted, clearly excited. “Do your friends speak the language of Goria then?”
Jaxon, arm in arm with Kahla and looking distinctly nervous, nodded. “We do, Serres.”
“Excellent!” Brock beamed, “Excellent, and welcome to you both!”
“Why the sudden excitement?” Gawain frowned, puzzled.
“We have a prisoner,” Willam explained, calmly, smiling a greeting at Jaxon and Kahla. “Captured in a skirmish by Threlland’s force manning the northwest beacon. There were two, but one managed to break free of his bonds and was killed trying to fight his way to freedom. No-one here has been able to get an intelligent word out of the survivor, nothing except a stream of gibberish which we assume is the native tongue of the western empire.”
“This far north, my lords,” the wizard Dakar spoke softly, his voice rich and silky, matching his manner and appearance. “There are none possessed of the language of the west. There were brethren at the Hallencloister, of course, but…”
“But that hornet’s nest is shut up tighter than a virgin clam,” Brock finished the wizard’s sentence before offering a large plate of cold meats to the newcomers. “There’re some mariners in the far southeast of my lands who are said to speak that gobbledegook, picked up from shipwrecked Gorian slavers or pirates. No-one in these lands though, ‘til now.”
“We’ll be glad to help, Serres,” Jaxon confirmed, utterly bemused by the sight of the King of Callodon, with his unruly mess of wet black hair exploding from a helpless circlet of gold, offering him a large platter of ham and poultry.
“Excellent!” Brock boomed again, “Try the thick-cut ham, it’s honey-glazed, from Mornland.”
“Has there been any change in dispositions since you sent your dispatch to me via Captain Byrne?” Gawain asked, declining the food when the plate came his way.
“None,” Brock grumbled, depositing the platter back on the table. He wiped his mouth and beard with a kerchief and then sat back against the table, folding his arms. “And though your squadron of elves is a welcome sight, we’d hoped for more.”
“A lot more,” Eryk agreed. “The senior officers have remained in their quarters, they’ll no doubt bore you with maps and strategies when they emerge later. But you’ve seen yourself all we have at our disposal.”
“You haven’t told them of the Grimmand of Sethi?” Allazar asked, leaning on his staff.
“The thing Raheen warned of? No. Wasn’t time, and we felt it unwise to spread that kind terror throughout the ranks, at least before your arrival.”
“I would prefer to go by my former name, if you don’t mind.” Gawain announced, his voice hard as he guided Elayeen to a chair at the table, a chair facing the door.
“Which one?”
“The one you gave me when first we met, Brock: Longsword.”
“Any reason why?”
Allazar answered while Gawain loaded a plate with food and placed it, quietly describing its contents, within Elayeen’s reach. “Longsword wishes to inspire the allied forces, all of whom by now have heard tales of his destruction of the Ramoth and the smiting of Morloch. We believe the name will evoke a more martial spirit than the name of his unfortunate land.”
There was a moment of slightly embarrassed silence while memories of Raheen pressed to the fore, but then Brock, matter-of-fact as ever, suddenly shrugged. “So be it, Longsword. Good idea.”
“Where are the rest of the Council?” Arramin suddenly enquired, looking slightly confused. “Surely they cannot be suspected of being Grimmand impostors?”
“Alas, Master Arramin,” Mahlek of Juria stepped forward, “Since Council’s eviction from Shiyanath, the Prime of Council you see before you is, with the exception of several purely administrative representatives from Arrun and Mornland, all that remains.”
“What Mahlek means,” Willam sighed, pouring wine into a beaker, “Is that most of the survivors of the original council have returned to their lands, to aid with their defence and arrange for supplies, and wherever possible, volunteers, to be shipped here.”
“What Juria means,” Brock grumbled, “Is we’re it.”
“Plus of course the General Officers of our three armed forces,” Eryk added, grimacing, “Who differ in strategy to the point of stalemate.”
Brock nodded. “It’s one of the reasons that we proposed you lead us, Rah...Longsword. It stopped the bickering immediately. Not even Elvendere’s miserable Thallanhall objected, in spite of Thal-Hak’s support.”
Brock picked up another drumstick, eyed it, then tossed it back on the plate beside him and pushed himself angrily away from the table. “By the Teeth theirs is a strange land! No offense intended, my lady.”
But when Elayeen didn’t move except to accept a beaker of warm wine Gawain gently pressed into her hand, Brock continued:
“It took us a considerable amount of time to realise that Thal-Hak may be king in name of Elvendere, but they have some form of governing council of their own, this Thallanhall, which, if sufficiently motivated, can act in defiance and in total opposition to the wishes of the king! Can you imagine! What’s the point of being a king if some Dwarfspit council of wizards and seers and sundry hangers-on can gainsay you?”
“It would certainly seem complicated, my lords,” Arramin agreed, “And clearly this new form of governance has emerged since Thal-Marrahan’s day. At that time, the Thallanhall was very much akin to our privy council.”
“Thal who?”
“Never mind,” Gawain asserted, standing tall and shifting the weight of the longsword strapped across his shoulders. “I have a more pressing question.”
“Which is?” Brock demanded.
“Where is Rak?”
“Good question.”
“And the answer?”
“We don’t know,” Eryk said.
“Simple and to the point,” Brock agreed.
Eryk sipped at a beaker of wine and eyed Gawain, bushy red eyebrows furrowed. “Four days ago, three covered carts arrived from the west, each with a saddle-horse on a trailing rope. They sat out there, to the north, well clear of bowshot.”
“We sent a number of mounted officers out to enquire as to their identity and purpose, of course,” Willam added, “And they returned saying the waggoners appeared to be elves, though cloaked and hooded, and that they would speak only with Lord Rak of Tarn.”
“So my niece’s idiot husband promptly rode out to speak with them. Alone. Merrin’ll skin me alive if anything’s happened to him.”
“What did happen to him?”
“Eh?” Eryk’s eyebrows parted momentarily in surprise, and then furrowed again. “Oh, he spoke with them for a while, then rode around to the camp out back and reappeared with half a dozen volunteers, Threllendmen all. By the time they got to those carts, the elvish waggoners had hopped on their trailing-horses and ridden away back to the west.
“Rak’s volunteers jumped on the wagons, hitched up their horses, and off they all trundled, northeast. Rak rode back to the gates, left word that he was en route to Tarn on an urgent errand and would return when it was complete. Not so much as a by-your-leave, upped and went, pausing just long enough to leave word not with me or the Council, but with the sergeant of the day-watch! When I found out, I sent a patrol at once to find out exactly what was going on. Rak ordered them straight back, saying nothing more about this errand of his.”
“Four days ago?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Four days ago the two unknown victims we found on the plains were already some days dead. Let’s hope Rak chose his volunteers well. He knows nothing of the Grimmand threat.”
“Dwarfspit,” Eryk sighed, disgusted. “She really will skin me alive if anything happens to him.”
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12. Urgency
 
“I have another question,” Gawain folded his arms, eyeing Brock.
“May we all at least shake off wet cloaks and sit like civilised people?” Brock demanded, “You’re all dripping like wet dogs, and smelling like ‘em too. Then you can ask your question, and hopefully answer the several hundred we have for you.”
Gawain nodded, slipped the sword from his shoulder and took off the arrowsilk cloak, giving it a good shake before Allazar took it to hang on a row of pegs by the door. The others followed Allazar, shedding their wet cloaks while Gawain sat at the table to Elayeen’s left. She sat at the end of the table, turned slightly to face the door, and from time to time swung her gaze this way and that.
For the Prime of the Council, her presence was disconcerting, and the way she moved her head as though watching for movement that wasn’t there merely added to their discomfort. Gawain could see they were fascinated, discomfited, and doubtless anxious to ask a myriad of questions. But there would be time enough for those later, and others could answer them.
“So,” Gawain announced, when all were seated.
“So,” Brock grunted, slicing a chunk from a cheese and popping it into his mouth.
“Your message said ‘Urgent’, and Allazar pointed out that the word had a significance all its own, tacked on to the end of the missive the way it was.”
Brock sighed. “And so it was, Longsword, so it was. And still is. We sent that message by bird, from Shiyanath, at the end of July. Word reached us that western Elvendere had been attacked, and your friend, Rak, insisted we send for you.”
“He’s a good thinker, good diplomat,” Eryk interjected, “He knew what that news meant before the rest of us did.”
“Aye,” Brock agreed, and thumped the table, “Dwarfspit, when I think how close we all were! Willam, you tell ‘em, it gets my goat and you’re better at story-telling than I’ll ever be.”
Juria’s King nodded, took a sip of wine, and while Brock and the others continued picking at the fare laid out before them, began his exposition.
“Threlland and Callodon are perfectly correct; Lord Rak of Tarn is indeed a fine thinker, and a fine exponent of the diplomatic arts. When you left for Raheen after the near catastrophe here in June, it was lord Rak who, by force of will and power of speech, managed to salvage enough from the remains of the Council’s dignity to reconvene it in your absence.
“Obviously we all knew the truth of the horrors you had described and the threat laying in wait beyond the Teeth, we had, all of us, seen with our own eyes the vision of Morloch, and his forces preparing for invasion.  I shall not bore you with the detail; suffice to say that Council became somewhat smaller than the sizeable body you encountered in this hall.”
“Lot fewer wizards, that’s fer sure,” Brock rumbled.
“It wasn’t long after your departure, a week or thereabouts,” Willam continued, “That lord Rak first suggested that Ferdan, in the aftermath of Morloch’s visitation, might be a trifle exposed. He suggested that for the sake of prudence and privacy, we might repair to a quieter, better defended location.”
Eryk grinned. “Needless to say, it didn’t come as a surprise to any of us when he formally proposed Council move to Elvendere.”
“Not that the matter was discussed outside of Council, of course, that would have been most impolitic,” Willam allowed himself a knowing smile. “But it wasn’t long before the motion was carried with only a few trivial objections. Two days after that, we moved to Shiyanath.”
“Which wasn’t quite the splendid palace we were all led to believe it would be according to certain wizards in our number,” Brock rumbled again.
“Indeed. But we were soon made comfortable and the real work began in earnest. The days were long and the nights short, while here in Ferdan volunteers began assembling and the camp you saw on your arrival began to spring up. Arrangements were swiftly made for supplies, and matters were progressing well. Lord Rak was masterful at keeping everyone’s attention where it mattered, which was of course the common threat, and away from the trivial, in which councils of all stripes so frequently find themselves floundering.”
“Aye,” Eryk agreed, “I think we were all surprised how well it was progressing.”
“Until that Dwarfspit Thallanhall began poking its nose in. No offence to your lady, Longsword.”
“Callodon is correct,” Willam continued, “They arrived at Shiyanath some days after we did, and for the early part of our discussions seemed to keep themselves to the outer seats behind Thal-Hak, and took no part in the talks. It was only later, when Rak first presented his draft treaty of mutual military support, we began to have an inkling of the Thallanhall’s powers. We had thought, and we had been advised, that Elvendere’s governance followed the same pattern as all our lands.”
“Wrong,” Brock growled, and filled a goblet from a pitcher of wine.
“Indeed,” Willam confirmed. “The most we could determine, and by we I mean the combined membership of Council, was that Elvendere consists of numerous provinces, and all of them governed by their own leaders, and they and various others, such as the Viell, comprise this Thallanhall.”
“Which, as it turns out, may not only overrule their Thal’s commands, but also overturn them and go in a direction entirely opposed by their Crown!” Eryk announced.
“Though only if the entire Thallanhall are acting in concert, I believe?” Willam asked, his gaze flicking to Elayeen. When she said nothing and gave no hint of doing so, he continued:
“So. The work became harder, we became more and more frustrated, and lord Rak became increasingly pale and thin.”
“Had to order him to eat and rest,” Eryk agreed, “He was working himself to death on that blasted treaty.”
“By the… I’m sorry Longsword but you’ve no idea how frustrating it was!” Brock boomed. “It was all going so well! We had assurances and agreements and rights of access and all of us busy raising what forces we could muster, but the minute we got to the point of asking for Elvendere’s archers, the Dwarfspit Thallanhall threw up protest after protest!”
“It is, sadly, quite true,” Willam nodded, and sighed. “In spite of Thal-Hak’s implicit agreement to send elven archers, the Thallanhall presented obstacle after obstacle. Lord Rak’s treaty was sound. Of course it needed polishing here and there, but the principal safeguards were all in place, to the satisfactions of all…”
“…All save the Thallanhall.” Eryk drained his goblet and banged it down on the table.
“Rak then took a different approach, and perhaps seeking to engage all hearts and minds and bring reason to bear on the prime cause of Council’s existence, suggested we consider the nomination of a commander-in-chief for our allied forces, while further work was done on the treaty itself. It was, he said, intended to keep matters progressing rather than halt all efforts for the sake of the road-block the treaty was fast becoming.”
“Didn’t work, over in an instant, beggared belief.”
“Callodon is correct again. No sooner had lord Rak made the suggestion than it was accepted unanimously and Thal-Hak himself stood, and proposed that the commander-in-chief be yourself, Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen. There were no objections, no abstentions, not so much of a murmur from the Thallanhall, and in the time it took for the scribes to scratch the result of the vote…”
“You were it.” Brock grunted. “And still are.”
“We sent word here, to Ferdan, where Major Niyall was doing his best to accommodate the growing number of allies mustering on the plains without, and where officers were engaging the volunteers in rudimentary drills. He reported a mighty cheer went up when the news was announced of your command.”
“Only logical choice,” Brock asserted, and Eryk agreed.
“Two days later,” Willam sighed, “Word reached us that western Elvendere had been attacked. Council was adjourned while Thal-Hak met with the Thallanhall in private. Lord Rak then advised us to send word to you immediately. At first we didn’t understand the urgency of his request, thinking it was simply his long hours and the strain of his labours finally taking their toll on his judgement. But he insisted, explaining that he had no doubt that the treaty would fail, and when it did, Council would be broken up and dismissed from Elvendere. He said that when word reached Ferdan and the army mustering here, morale would be crushed and despair would see the volunteers disperse and return to their homes. Unless it was made clear that you, their commander, the man who had brought Morloch to his knees here in this very hall, were speeding your journey to lead them into battle.”
“And that was before we learned how many we face. At the time we still thought we were up against two armies of six hundred each. Wasn’t until we got back here we learned their Dwarfspit reinforcements had boosted their ranks to four thousand. Now you tell us they have monsters that look like people and which can only be killed by wizards! I tell you, Longsword, the men outside in the mud aren’t the only ones glad to see you arrive today!”
“In truth,” Willam acknowledged. “So, the message was sent, and Callodon himself sent it with the last but one of his birds.”
“Sent the very last one when we were kicked out of Shiyanath, but word was waiting at Ferdan when we got here to say you’d already left Jarn and no-one knew how to reach you.”
“What did it say?” Gawain asked.
“Eh?”
“The message you sent with the last of your birds.”
“Ferdan. Hurry Up.”
“You may imagine our surprise when we learned recently that you would arrive imminently on the plains not three days south of here.”
“And I’d like to know how you managed that particular trick!” Brock poked a finger towards Allazar and Arramin.
“Later,” Gawain said softly. “I need to know all. What happened next, at Shiyanath?”
Willam shrugged. “In truth, not a great deal. Thal-Hak and the Thallanhall were consumed with concern for the reports arriving from the south-western reaches of their land. For nearly two weeks reports dribbled in, and we began to learn of wizards of the D’ith roaming our own lands, attacking apparently at random and at will, unwary travellers, homestead, hamlet and hall. Then came a pronouncement from the First of Elvendere, Pahak, who you may recall?”
“I do.”
“He declared that by some mystic power, the breach Morloch had been forcing through the Teeth had been sealed. In truth something strange did happen at the end of July to which Pahak referred, all of us felt and witnessed it, as though a cold wind had swept over us all in the winter palace.”
“I remember it,” Eryk agreed, and shivered before refilling his goblet and passing the pitcher across the table to Jaxon and Kahla.
“That pronouncement made, and before any further explanation was forthcoming, the Thallanhall suddenly declared that your actions had been entirely provocative and that the assault upon western Elvendere was a direct consequence of them.”
“Outrageous,” Allazar murmured, shaking his head in astonishment.
“My language was somewhat stronger,” Brock agreed.
“There was uproar,” Willam continued, “And even lord Rak failed to restore order. Fingers pointed, voices were raised, the scribes had no hope of keeping up. Mystic staffs were slammed upon the floor, sparks crackled… it was chaos.”
“It was ended by Rak striding into the centre of the circle around which we all sat, and screaming enough! at the top of his voice. Then he himself declared the meeting adjourned for a period of one day and one night to permit blood to cool and reason to prevail, and left. So did we all, fuming at the stupidity of it all.”
Eryk of Threlland sniffed, and wiped his nose on a kerchief. “Aye, and stupidity it was, though as nothing compared to what came next.”
“When Council reconvened, the First of Elvendere spoke for the Crown and declared that the agenda would no longer be followed. Elvendere, he said, and the Thallanhall, having met during the adjournment of Kings’ Council, were once again declaring self-interest, and would recall the squadron of elfguard at Ferdan to be re-deployed in their beleaguered south-western reaches.”
“Madness,” Brock shook his massive head.
“Council was in full session and for almost twelve hours we all worked to overturn the Thallanhall’s declaration. To no avail. No amount of diplomacy, no amount of threats, or pleading or reasoned argument or passionate speech would sway them. Next morning we were informed that an order had been given recalling the elfguard from Ferdan, and advised that we were no longer welcome in Elvendere. Thal-Hak was nowhere to be seen. We were offered refreshments, given sufficient time to gather our effects and assemble, and then escorted directly to the plains some four days ride northwest of here, as the crow flies. For safety, we stayed close to the forest on the way back, following the tree line south until we reached the Ferdan track and swung due east.”
“And here we’ve been, Longsword, waiting for you. Drilling the troops and making ready for war.”
“Have the weapons arrived from Dun Meven yet?”
Brock’s eyebrows shot up and disappeared beneath his unruly fringe. “Oh, heard about that, have you? Yes, the museum-pieces arrived shortly after Rak’s hasty and unseemly departure. Not that there was much he could do here, truth be told.”
“Aye,” Eryk agreed, “The treaty he’d prepared was simply modified to remove all reference to elves and Elvendere, and signed and ratified by Council here in Ferdan the day after we arrived.”
Willam nodded, his gaunt features ever serious. “That done, most of the councillors went their separate ways to attend to their duties, as we mentioned earlier.”
“Ratification of the Treaty of Ferdan,” Mahlek of Juria announced solemnly, “Effectively ended the necessity for Kings’ Council, and placed a burden of duty on all signatories to act in accordance with its content. The Prime of Council remained and are, in effect, a council of war, implementing the terms of that Treaty.”
“And with the wizards here to keep us on the Treaty’s straight and narrow, poor old Rak had little to do,” Brock sighed. “He took it hard, that business with the elves. As though it were entirely a personal failure.”
“Which is nonsense of course,” Eryk asserted. “And I told him so. He’s had a foolish dream of Union ever since boyhood, ever since he and his father went to Raheen after the fall of Pellarn. And we came so close to fulfilling it…”
“Tell me about the enemy,” Gawain demanded, and even to his own ears, the manner with which he’d dismissed talk of his friend Rak sounded harsh, and callous. Everybody knew that Union had been his own father’s dream, too. “How did we come by the intelligence concerning their increased numbers?”
There was a small silence, while kings looked first at each other and then at wizards at the table. Finally, Brock shrugged, and answered.
“It was common knowledge in the camp when we returned from Shiyanath.”
“And morale was rock-bottom, as you may imagine,” Willam confirmed.
“Sarek’s Rangers made a report concerning a trickle of Gorian reinforcements arriving at the Barak-nor, before they were denied the farak gorin and points east by those blasted killer-bird things,” Eryk grimaced.
“Razorwings,” Allazar explained, and briefly described them and the larger Condavians which Rak’s report had contained.
“Razorwings,” Eryk sighed, “Dwarfspit. Sarek reported he lost a good man to one of those things, rounding the Mallak Spur. You might remember the fellow, a corporal in the Tarn Guard by the name of Jak. He was giving a training exercise to some new volunteers for the Rangers when one of those things took his head off from behind. Never knew what killed him. Couldn’t believe it when I read the report. Killer birds. Took his head clean off.”
“And there’s plenty more of the bloody things waiting in the north, from what we’ve heard,” Brock growled. “And now you tell us, Allazar, they’ve got these eyes in the sky things too?”
“Yes, your Majesty,” Allazar sighed. “And they are just two of the dark weapons Morloch’s minions may have at their disposal. There are, for example, the Kraal, which we have already encountered on the road to Jarn…”
“There’ll be time enough later for you and our friends from Callodon to describe our recent adventures, Allazar,” Gawain chided. “For now, I need to know the extent of the authority which the Council has bestowed, what assets I have, and any detailed reports concerning the enemy.”
More eyebrows were raised, and again it was Brock who answered.
“You’re the commander-in-chief. Which means you command all our forces.”
“Including you?”
There was a brief pause before Willam responded. “We are at your disposal, as are the men wearing our colours.”
Gawain nodded, and then looked Brock in the eye. “Excellent. Then I may continue to employ the services of these loyal servants of Callodon. I have need of them.”
“They’re yours, Longsword. For how long is up to you.”
“For how long,” Gawain replied, “Will be decided by events at the farak gorin. We have an hour or two of daylight left, I think it would be a good idea if we used the time wisely. Captain Tyrane, you know what I require, if you’re refreshed, I’d be obliged if you would make a start.”
“At once, m’lord,” Tyrane announced, stood, and with a salute for those at table, collected his cloak and helm and stepped quietly out of the hall.
“Have arrangements been made for our accommodation?”
“They had been, but when we received your warning about this Grim thing we felt it might be better to alter them somewhat. We had you and your lady in the apartments where you stayed before, but as I’m sure you’ll remember, they’re not particularly secure.”
“Throw up a rope and curtain off the dais section of the hall,” Gawain shrugged, “Bring in some camp beds for my lady, myself, Allazar, and Meeya of the thalangard. Our friends from Goria and Callodon can make use of the apartments, I’m sure.”
“As you wish, Longsword,” Willam looked nonplussed.
“I want the one-twelve as Wallguard, we know for certain the Grimmand is not in their number. I’ll have Tyrane as my adjutant when he’s finished his current duties, but for now I assume my orders will reach the appropriate ears via the wizard Mahlek?”
“I shall pass your request to the captain of the watch, my lord.”
“We’ll need to arrange a meeting with the senior officers too,” Willam prompted, “Those who haven’t met you will wish to do so, and all will doubtless be fretting in their apartments even now.”
“They’ll have to fret a while longer,” Gawain stood, and strode to the pegs by the door to don his own cloak and to fetch Elayeen’s. “With the possibility of a Grimmand at large in Ferdan, I’d rather this first night be spent in the company of only those I trust not to rip my face off.”
“Is that what they do?” Eryk spluttered.
“Amongst other things, yes.”
“Dwarfspit.”
“Indeed. For now you should remain here. I’m sure Arramin and the scouts will be delighted to apprise you of our adventures,” Gawain eased Elayeen to her feet, and slipped the cloak about her slender shoulders, “Allazar, Serre Jaxon, with me and my lady if you please. And if someone trustworthy can be found to lead us to this Gorian prisoner? I would very much like to speak with this man of the western wilds.”
“Now?” Brock boomed, astonished, “You’ve only just arrived! Can’t it wait until tomorrow? He’s not going anywhere, y’know!”
“Now. The sooner, the better. This is not a time for rest, Brock. This is merely a pause while I gather information and rally the assets at my disposal. All being well, I intend to begin our advance to the farak gorin within the week.”
“Within the week! Dwarfspit, have you lost yer senses along the way from Raheen?”
“No. I have recently found them.”
“Mahlek,” Willam said quietly, “Convey the Commander’s orders to the captain of the watch, and have him send Sergeant Toomir to escort the Commander and his party to the enemy prisoner.”
“My lord.”
 
oOo



 
13. Meggen
 
“He’s a filthy barstid, if you’ll pardon my saying so, Serres,” the sergeant announced, leading his new commander and the small group from the hall towards a cluster of stone-built buildings near the south wall, “And it won’t be pleasant for anyone, much less the lady, milord. We had ’im caged outdoors, to the side of the town gaol, which was fine ’til it turned cold. At least the rain kept the smell down and was the closest the filthy creature got to a wash. We got pigs in a sty in the east quarter that’s cleaner than ’im. Then it turned colder, and we was ordered to put him inside the gaol. Gaoler turns a bucket on ’im from time to time when it gets too bad in there, but it doesn’t do much good. Worse than an animal, Serres, fouls ’imself, that kind of thing. Does it deliberately, just to make the gaoler’s life a misery.”
“Did you ask one of the wizards to do something about it?” Allazar asked, grimacing at the prospect awaiting them in the squat and unwelcoming building they were approaching. Drizzle was still falling, and if the odour inside the gaol was worse than that drifting over the wall from the camp beyond, then it would indeed be far from pleasant within.
“Something, Serre?”
“Yes, Sergeant Toomir, it is a simple thing, even for a wizard of the D’ith pat, to apply Kaylan’s Wash for cleansing. It was used a great deal in halls of healing during elder times of plague and infestation.”
The sergeant shrugged. “Not heard of it, Serre Wizard, though if it’ll relieve the senses of all who enter here, I’m sure it’ll be most welcome.”
Toomir paused at the steel-braced door. “Once inside Serres, milady, don’t get too close to the bars. Filthy or not, the barstid’s dangerous. Gaoler throws his food in through the bars, on account of one o’ the lads getting ’is arm half ripped off passing it through between ’em.”
“We’ll be sure to be cautious,” Allazar assured the sergeant, who promptly banged his fist four times on the doors.
“Open up, Gordo, it’s me, Toomir, with the new Commander and ’is party!”
A small metal hatch in the door slid open, and a pair of beady eyes stared out, briefly, before the hatch clanked shut again. Bolts were drawn behind the heavy door, and it creaked as it swung open to reveal the fat, bald, and thoroughly miserable-looking gaoler. A foul stench wafted through the open portal, and noses wrinkled.
“If you will allow me,” Allazar muttered, and Gawain nodded.
The wizard shooed the gaoler aside, and holding his sleeve over his mouth and nose, entered. A few moments later, a cold white glow shone out from the portal and the gaol’s narrow loop-hole windows. When the glow faded, Allazar reappeared in the doorway.
“You may enter now, it’s a little more pleasant to the nostrils but creature within the cage remains a disgusting sight.”
Inside, candles burned in every niche and on every surface where wax would permit them to stick. “They’re fer the reek,” Gordo apologised, and now that a curious and not unpleasant odour of sea-shores and lightning seemed to permeate the place, began extinguishing them.
There was a large cage of iron bars divided into three narrow cells fixed to the south wall and the floor, though not to the roof, but bars of course formed an inescapable ceiling to the structure. In the first, a large and filthy man lay on the floor, his back to the bars bolted to the wall, hands behind his head. His heavily soiled clothing appeared to be of leather, simple of design and laced together rather than stitched. Hair and beard were matted and covered in unidentifiable matter, his bare feet were black with filth, and he was feigning sleep; though Gawain and the others could see his eyelids fluttering a little as the eyeballs behind them followed the newcomers moving towards the cage for a closer look at the prisoner.
“Careful, milords,” Gordo announced, alarmed, “He’s vicious!”
“Thank you, Gaoler,” Allazar reassured the portly man. “You and Sergeant Toomir may take a breath of fresh air if you like, we prefer to speak to this prisoner alone, if you don’t mind.”
“As ye wish, milords,” the big man nodded, but his eyes were still rich with concern and he shot several glances at Elayeen. “But just don’t be getting close to them bars. He near ripped Jonbo’s arm off through them bars. He moves quick, too!”
“We’ll be careful.”
When Toomir and Gordo were outside, the main door left open for air, Gawain folded his arms and regarded the prisoner.
“You, Wildman, what’s your name?”
“Threkku, ku threken eysten mahffthrek hurgthrekner,” came the guttural response, the voice harsh but attempting casual disinterest.
“What did he say, Jaxon?”
“Rude words, Serres. Very rude.”
“Ask him his name.”
“Kiyesku, Meggen?” Jaxon asked, and the prisoner’s eyes opened instantly in surprise at hearing his native tongue.
There was a pause, and then the prisoner snorted contemptuously. “Threkku! Meggen na challan med threkken hurgthrall!”
“He refuses to speak with a slave,” Jaxon translated.
Gawain drew the longsword and rested its tip on the stone floor between his feet, holding the hilt to his chest with both hands, gazing at the prisoner with complete indifference while he gauged the distance from the bars to the squalid creature within.
“Tell him I’ll cut off his right arm and feed it to the pigs if he doesn’t tell me what I want to know,” and given the length of the sword, it was entirely possible that Gawain could carry out the threat without entering the cell.
Jaxon translated, and when he’d finished, the prisoner simply shrugged, and then uttered a stream of calm and guttural language peppered with some of the swear-words Gawain had learned from Gorian guardsmen in the woods south of Jarn.
“The Meggen are not like us, Serres,” Jaxon explained, apologetically.
“What did he say?”
“He said he doesn’t care, that we are all dead when the black king comes, and that his dead arm will strangle the Eastlander pigs just as his live one would strangle you.”
Gawain studied the captive’s eyes, and saw in them a depth of defiance which spoke volumes. There was a wildness and a darkness in that gaze which seemed to challenge Gawain, daring him to carry out the threat, and that kind of mindless zeal would make for an extremely dangerous enemy. This Meggen was a creature far removed from the western mercenaries the Ramoth had employed. This Meggen had been born in violence and born to violence, raised in a land where strength and violence prevailed and the weak became goods and chattels, or dead. This Meggen wanted war, lived to fight, and enjoyed the killing.
The worst kind of enemy is one that actually wants to fight, Captain Hass explained. They’ll insist on it, leave you no choice, and that means people’ll get hurt and sticky and messy, and that’s bad for morale. So, best to try to change their minds if you can!
“Ask him how many are gathered in the north.”
Jaxon translated, and again the Meggen snorted, and looked away. And then he seemed to think again, and spewed another torrent of words at Gawain.
“He says, thousands, enough to consume you all, and all your goods. He says the goods outside the walls won’t last a minute when the black king and the horde comes.”
Gawain stared at the Meggen, who smirked and stared back at him. Without shifting his gaze, Gawain spoke again, quietly, his voice all the more menacing for its softness.
“Tell him the black king is a liar, and so is he.”
Jaxon translated, and again the Meggen snorted, but said nothing.
“Tell him the black king has failed time and time again.”
Again, the Meggen held Gawain’s gaze and said nothing.
“Tell him a dozen Meggen warriors are no match for even one of our women.”
Jaxon spoke hurriedly, and the Meggen laughed, and flicked his glance towards the slender, silver-haired elfin standing to Gawain’s right.
“Eldengaze,” Gawain whispered, and the Meggen’s laughter died in his throat when Elayeen lifted her eyes and pinned him. And held him pinned, while Gawain spoke again.
“Tell him there will be no warrior’s death for him.”
No sooner had Gawain finished the sentence than Jaxon hurriedly, and excitedly, translated.
“Tell him, his black king has offended us. Tell him, he has offended us. Tell him he has but one chance to live, and perhaps to fight once more.”
The Meggen couldn’t move, of course, pinned as he was by Eldengaze. He simply sat, eyes wide with horror and beginning to bulge, mouth gaping like a fish out of water.
“Ask him again, how many are gathered in the north.”
And with a nod, Gawain signalled Elayeen to release the Meggen from her gaze.
At once, the man clutched his throat and his chest heaved, sucking in the air. When he’d recovered sufficiently to speak and to move, he uttered a short, rasping sentence, and his watering eyes briefly met Gawain’s before turning away.
“Thousands,” Jaxon translated, “He said, there are four thousand in the north.”
Gawain smiled a cruel, thin smile. “Tell him we’ll return in the morning, with a hungry threken pig and more of our women to enjoy the spectacle if hasn’t changed his mind about answering my questions.”
While Jaxon finished translating, Gawain sheathed his blade and carefully, and surreptitiously, led Elayeen from the gaol, Allazar and then Jaxon close behind. Outside, the gathering gloom and drizzle cast a grey pall over Ferdan, and Gawain shivered.
“Keep a good watch on him this night, Gordo,” Gawain ordered as the fat man squeezed past into his gaol. “I’ll have more questions for him in the morning.”
“Aye, milords,” Gordo tapped his chest in salute, and when Jaxon was clear of the door, heaved it closed with a heavy thump and the slamming of bolts.
“Sergeant Toomir, I and my party will return to the hall. Thank you for your assistance, and my compliments to the captain of the watch.”
“Aye, Serre!” the sergeant saluted, and hurried off in the direction of the courtyard and the council hall.
Elves, cloaked against the misty rain, were dotted about the walls at intervals, and tents for their accommodation were being hastily erected near the west palisade. The area by the gates was a hive of activity, men and elves carrying food and equipment, horses being attended and braziers being lit for cooking, warmth, and the approach of nightfall. To the east though, the town seemed wrapped in a shroud, and though lights could be seen at windows, there was no movement to be seen out of doors.
“Longsword, the gaoler and the sergeant would have heard the prisoner’s response to your question via Serre Jaxon.”
“I know, Allazar.”
“And if I may be permitted, it was a somewhat short interrogation. Do you think it wise to give the prisoner the night to recover from his shock and recover his defiance? Surely there is much more we can learn from him?”
Gawain began walking back towards the hall, following the path taken by the sergeant, Elayeen’s hand resting lightly on his arm once more. “The Meggen merely confirmed numbers which are common knowledge here, though it’s not entirely clear whether this ‘black king’ he refers to is Morloch himself or just a dark wizard. I got what I wanted for now, and he’ll have the dark hours to recall the grip of Eldengaze while waiting for its return.”
“Yes, that was clever, making it seem to him as though all ladies of our realm have such dread power. Yes, I can see how that might plague a barbarian mind in the smallest of hours.”
“It’s getting dark quickly,” Gawain sighed, “The overcast is heavier than I thought. I’d hoped for more daylight, to attend to Gwyn and to give Tyrane a chance to make a decent tour of the camp outside the walls.”
“Do not leave my sight,” Eldengaze rasped.
“I shan’t, not this night. Gwyn is sound enough, though not impressed by the makeshift accommodation.”
It was true, the makeshift stables were little more than canvass sheets roped at one end to the palisade on the northern side of the gate, and held aloft by slender poles. Rain dripped in growing puddles, and the horses gathered under the covers seemed thoroughly disenchanted with their new quarters.
“The Grimmand is a foul weapon,” Allazar protested, his boots and the Dymendin staff splashing in the mud underfoot. “It might not be here at all, but we’ll start at every shadow and stranger we see.”
“I have seen nothing dark,” Eldengaze insisted.
“Not yet,” Gawain muttered. “I might be wrong about the Grimmand, but I can’t imagine it would have any other destination but Ferdan.”
“Then you’re not concerned for lord Rak?”
“Not really, though I’ll be glad when he’s returned.” Gawain paused at the edge of the courtyard, and looked around in the failing light. Elves on the walls, elves by the gates and elves erecting tents near the guardhouse and at the foot of the palisade, and a slight glow, growing slowly brighter, emanating from braziers dotted about the place.
“Something wrong, Longsword?”
“No,” Gawain sighed, “Just remembering this miserable place, and the other occasions I’ve been here.”
“Come, let’s get inside, at least you’ll be dry while you’re remembering.”
“A good point. Serre Jaxon, thank you for help. When we get to the hall I’ll see that you and Kahla are escorted to your quarters. Perhaps you’d join us at the hall after breakfast, with luck that Meggen will be slightly less offensive to all of us in the morning.”
“Of course, Serres.”
Gawain guided Elayeen onto the deck and into the hall, where they found everybody exactly as they’d been left, though this time listening enthralled to Arramin’s account of the destruction of the Kraal-beast on the road to Jarn. While cloaks were shaken and hung on the pegs, and Elayeen guided safely to a chair, Gawain noted the makeshift curtain which had been hung from a rope crossing the ceiling above the foot of the dais, and the camp beds made up beyond it. Saddlebags and packs had been brought in, too, and a small brazier provided heat and a little light at that end of the hall in addition to the glowstone lamps dotted about the walls.
Captain Byrne was sitting a discreet distance from the rest of those at table, and a Jurian guardsman Gawain recognised from their recent journey across the plains stood quietly at ease by a lighted sconce beyond.
“If you’ll forgive me interrupting, wizard Arramin, gentlemen, the light outside is failing fast and I’d like our friends from Goria at least to be settled. They know the story and I’m sure are anxious to rest in some comfort after our journey.”
“Of course,” Willam agreed, and shot a glance at Byrne, who signalled the guardsman forward.
While Jaxon and Kahla bade their companions a good evening and were making ready to take their leave, Gawain addressed the guard directly.
“When you’ve seen our friends to their quarters, I’d like you to fetch Meeya thalangard of the one-twelve to the hall. You know her?”
“I do m’lord.”
“Thank you.”
“Wizard Mahlek?”
“My lord?”
“I’d like to read all reports received concerning the enemy in the north.”
“Of course, my lord, I have them here, bound in chronological order. I also have the minutes of Council’s meetings, likewise bound…”
“Thank you, just the reports concerning the enemy for now.”
“Yes, my lord.”
When Gawain retired to the dais with the leather-bound binder of reports and had drawn the curtains closed there, Arramin continued recounting events of their journey to the gathering at the table. Gawain sat on his camp bed, leaned back against the rough-hewn pine wall, and began to read. Some time later, with Arramin’s somewhat nasal voice droning softly, he was vaguely aware of the door to the hall opening and closing, and the sound of booted footfalls. The curtains parted, and Allazar stepped up onto the dais and drew them closed behind him.
“Our friends are safely housed in an apartment, and the guardsman has returned with Meeya, who sits now with our queen,” the wizard announced quietly. “I thought you’d want to know.”
“Thank you. Sit,” Gawain nodded to the camp bed off to his left, and Allazar did so, laying the Dymendin staff across his knees.
“I’ve been reading through these reports, starting with the most recent and working my way back. They’re mostly from Threlland, and concern the forces we ourselves saw in the Barak-nor. There are a few from the dwarven beacon-watch in the northwest, and some from Jurian long-range patrols, but in the main, the reports are mostly from Threlland and Sarek’s Rangers. Then there are vague reports from the south concerning wizards, but nothing of any real substance.”
Allazar nodded, looking thoughtful. “With Sarek and his Rangers in the east I’m not surprised his are the most frequent and numerous of the reports. As I understand it, those on watch at the beacon in the northwest really have nothing to see, except the expanse of the farak gorin and the mountains of the Teeth beyond.”
“And latterly, Razorwing and Condavians. There’s also an alarming account of the capture of the Meggen. It would seem that without the long range power provided by elves and their longbows when the enemy scouting party engaged the forces at the beacon, that foul army in the western wilds would have had fresh meat on their menu.”
The wizard grimaced. “That is something I do not like to be reminded of.”
“It’s a fate which may yet befall any of us who survive the coming battle. But though I’ve only given these reports a cursory examination thus far, one thing stands out, and it’s one thing you should know before we interrogate that Meggen again tomorrow.”
Gawain swung his legs off the bed and leaned forward, Allazar leaning likewise, bringing their heads close.
“In these reports,” Gawain whispered, “There is no mention of enemy numbers.”
“But the Meggen prisoner?”
“Lied. It was in his eyes after Eldengaze broke him, in the brief moment he looked at me.”
“And the common knowledge about camp?”
“Another of Morloch’s lies.”
Allazar eased back, confusion etched on his face, and then he seemed about to ask a question, and then understanding dawned. He leaned forward again.
“But if you are wrong, Longsword, and there are indeed thousands…”
“It’s one end of that tightrope you mentioned, Allazar. If I’m wrong, it really won’t matter what we do either way.”
“But even if you are right, against twelve hundred with Razorwing in their vanguard, our forces are still meagre…”
“I know. Remember the support I shall require from you, Allazar. From Brock’s reactions earlier when I mentioned leaving within the week, I think I shall need it. I mean to move north as soon as possible. All I’ll need to know from the Meggen is the real numbers of the enemy we face, and the name of this ‘black king’ of his, be it Morloch or some dark wizard of Goria. From that, we may be able to deduce the strength of dark wizardry available to them. With that knowledge, and with Tyrane’s report of our assets, I’ll have all I need from Ferdan. Remember, Allazar, stay sharp, we are already defeated.”
Allazar sat back, and nodded earnestly. Gawain cocked his head, hearing his name mentioned again by Arramin, and then swung his legs back onto the bed, and lay back to continue reading once more.
 Allazar paused for a moment, and then quietly stood, and headed towards the curtains. He paused in the middle of the dais, where the floor was blackened as though a maroon had burst upon it. At the centre of the stain was the slit in the planking, where Gawain had thrust the longsword through into the soft earth beneath on that fine summer’s day. The wizard sighed, and then stepped quietly through the curtains to rejoin those at the table.
Gawain closed his eyes for a moment, listening to Arramin’s voice and the occasional sounds of agreement or gasps of surprise from others, and then he did his best to shut them from his mind. He pondered the clues, the hints, the subtleties that had been tickling his senses for so long now, and the more he pondered them, and sifted them, the more he became convinced that his insights and intuition were correct.
The Meggen had been something of a surprise, though, he conceded that much. The fanatical gleam in those wild dark eyes spoke of immense danger. Even a small force of such zealots thirsty for blood and conquest would’ve proved devastating in the time of the Ramoth, which probably explained why the Ramoth, and thus Morloch himself, had not employed them.
Instead, the Ramoth had chosen for mercenaries the far less dangerous breed of Westlander probably to be found in that province of Goria Jaxon had called Namanland, to the south of the Meggenveld. Gawain doubted a chanting, shaven-headed idiot with tinkling bells would impress a Meggen of the un-named prisoner’s calibre, and neither would the promise of money or some kind of mystic reward appeal to such a barbarian. It would take an iron fist indeed to control a horde of such creatures.
So, in spite of the threat the Meggen represented, still there was hope. Gawain opened his eyes, and returned to his reading.
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14. Elves’ Bloody Blood
 
By the time the wizard Arramin had finished describing their eviction from Ostinath and their journey along the Morrentill, it was late. Gawain’s eyes were tired and he rubbed the bridge of his nose. Reading in the dull light of elven glowstone lamps set into sconces about the walls had been a strain, but at least it was better than it might otherwise have been had candle-lamps or worse, flickering torches, provided the only light this side of the heavy curtains.
Chairs scraped, Brock’s voice boomed a ‘good night’ in spite of his attempt at speaking quietly, and Gawain heard them leaving, and then it grew quiet and the doors closed firmly behind the Prime of Council and those leaving with them. The curtains parted, Allazar holding them open while Meeya helped Elayeen up onto the dais and to her bed.
“Master Arramin and the men of Callodon have apartments close to our friends from Goria, it seems. So Master Mahlek has advised me.”
“Excellent. I hope they’re comfortable. Tonight I doubt any of us will sleep very well.”
“I have seen nothing dark. Few have moved within range of my sight.”
“Thank you. You should try to sleep as best you can, Eldengaze. In here at least we should be safe for the night.”
“You still believe a Grimmand is loose within the town, Longsword? Even though it’s had a good deal of time to fulfil its purpose, and there’ve been no signs of anything remotely disturbing since our arrival.”
Gawain plumped his pillows behind him, leant back on them, and closed his eyes. The longsword lay beside him on the bed, and he still wore the shortsword buckled around his waist. His boots were still on, and it was clear he intended to sleep just as he was.
“Just because it hasn’t ripped off your face yet, doesn’t mean it won’t, Allazar,” Gawain announced softly. “Remember, it would have arrived at Ferdan on foot. The two horses belonging to those unfortunate people slain out there on the plains ran off towards the southeast when the killing occurred, and from the tracks at the scene, the Grimmand was already on foot when the two riders approached and dismounted to meet their deaths.”
“I have no training in such skills as you and the scouts possess, so I shall accept your word and Rollaf’s for what took place there. But even on foot, a Grimmand could have covered the distance quite quickly. It has no need of sleep, and only feigns it should it need to in order to maintain its disguise. It could have been here for quite some time, and still, with the Prime of Council and the General Staff of three militaries unaware of the threat and wandering around unprotected, it hasn’t struck.”
“Yet,” Gawain agreed, but a slight frown creased his forehead, “It still hasn’t struck yet.”
“You still believe that you are the target?”
“In truth, I don’t know. It might make sense. I have no doubt Morloch was made aware quite some time ago of the Council’s decision to name me commander of the allied army. The Grimmand has been lurking in the area from the time of our arrival at Ostinath. Unless you believe in Arramin’s myths about the waters of Avongard protecting Elvendere from evil, it would’ve been a simple thing for the Grimmand to take the guise of one of the elven Eastguard and kill me on the Morrentill.”
Allazar sighed. “Second-guessing the enemy is all part of the insidious nature of the Grimmand. The Sethi truly were, true are, despicable. It still defies imagination how such evil could have survived, much less continued to prosper, in the west. Morloch has done his work well, it seems.”
To Gawain’s right, the swish of steel being drawn from a scabbard drew his attention, and his eyes snapped open. Meeya had drawn her shortsword and was keeping it in hand while she settled on her bed, next to Elayeen’s. But it was Elayeen who startled him the most. She was laying on her left side, her hair slanting across her face, and her eyes were open and fixed on Gawain. She closed them at once, as soon as he saw that she was staring at him, but the shiver that ran the length of his spine told Gawain that he hadn’t imagined it.
“Sorry, Allazar, what were you saying?” Gawain whispered, frowning again and turning his face back to the ceiling.
“Only that Morloch has done his work well. The slightest hint of a Grimmand has us all on edge. How dreadful it must have been, in elder times, during that first war with Morloch,” Allazar sighed, and laid down, the Dymendin staff resting alongside him and his right hand upon it. “I cannot imagine the horrors our ancestors had to endure before all the dread creatures of Goth, Tansee, and Sethi had been identified, and ways and means found to cope with them. We at least have the Pangoricon, and some insight into that creature out there, somewhere in the night, and how to destroy it.”
 “True,” Gawain yawned. And though another tendril of suspicion began tugging gently at his nerves, it was soon lost amongst all the others vying for his attention, and then sleep washed over him.
 
It was nearing dawn when years of habit woke Gawain. He felt himself becoming aware of his surroundings, the chill in the air, the dull glow of lamps through his eyelids, and the sound of gentle breathing about him. For a few moments, he simply laid there with his eyes shut, waking up slowly and sensing the room about him. Then he opened his eyes and at the urging of some unknown instinct turned his head to the right, just in time to see Elayeen’s eyes blink shut behind her hair again.
It was disconcerting, and frankly, it was also becoming irritating. For weeks he’d hoped for such attention, but now, knowing that his ‘light’ blinded the ancient Sight of his queen (and whitebeards only knew how often she’d protested about it! he thought to himself), it made no sense at all for her to be staring straight at him. Besides, he’d rather she cast her gaze around them all, and kept watch for the Grimmand…
He rose, as quietly as he could, picked up his sword and the bound records he’d read the previous night, and walked softly through the curtains and into the hall beyond them. The records he placed at the end of the table, and the sword he slung into its customary position. There was food left on the table, but he ignored it, smiling as he tugged a good-sized lump of frak from his pocket and pared a slice.
Windows had been shuttered for the night, and so he slipped the latch of the door and eased it quietly open. It was damp outside, the planks of the decking covered with a light sheen of dew, and there was a distinct chill in the air. The sky, grey as iron in the pre-dawn light, was dotted with cloud, and it looked as though a dry day was about to blossom. Off to the right of the main gates directly ahead of him, under sagging canvass, Gwyn and dozens of other horses regarded him silently, a few heads bobbing a hello, Gwyn’s included.
“Hello, Ugly,” Gawain whispered, and popped the slice of frak into his mouth and began chewing.
Elves standing watch on the walls gave no sign of noting his presence, and continued their slow pacing back and forth, cloaks heavy with the night’s rain and morning dew. The sky grew lighter, and when the Wallguard suddenly began casting shadows, Gawain closed his eyes in Remembrance. It had been a very long time since he had last done so, and for all he knew, it might be a very long time before next he repeated the dawn ritual learned so long ago atop the Keep of Raheen.
Then he simply stepped back into the hall, closed the door, and in the sudden comparative gloom within, strode quietly across the hall to the anteroom containing the facilities he required. When he returned to the hall, the others were up, and picking at the food on the table.
“Good morning,” Gawain said softly, “I hope you all slept well.”
“Good morning, Longsword, and no, not really.”
“In truth? You were sleeping like a baby when I woke.”
“Fortunately for you, you didn’t wake all the times I spent staring at the ceiling counting sheep.”
“I’d have thought in your case it would be rabbits.”
“It is a figure of speech,” Allazar grumbled, and Gawain conceded that the wizard did indeed look a little frayed around the edges.
“Did you sleep well too, Eldengaze?” Gawain asked.
“I sleep as much as is required by my promise to you,” Eldengaze rasped.
Gawain studied Elayeen’s downcast eyes, but saw only the blindness inflicted by the circles of Raheen.
Boots on the decking heralded the approach of a small group of people, though Elayeen gave no sign of concern and instead took another bite from a bar of freenmek, ignoring the food on a plate Meeya had offered but was now eating from herself. There was a gentle tapping at the door, and then it swung open to reveal Eryk of Threlland, closely followed by Willam and Brock, who tramped in, smiling.
A chorus of greetings, and the Crowns of Council were followed by the wizards of Council, Imzenn bearing a steaming jug of fresh mulled breakfast wine. Gawain gladly accepted a beaker of the hot and spicy beverage, sipping it while the others began to enjoy their breakfast.
“Have you finished with the reports, my lord?” Mahlek asked, eyeing the volume at the end of the table, “Would you like me to fetch the minutes of Council’s meetings?”
“Yes, and no, thank you. I’m sure Rak can bring me up to date with the more important matters on his return. My concern for the morning is first to interrogate the Meggen prisoner again, when Serre Jaxon arrives, and then to meet the General Staff.”
“You probably already know some of ‘em,” Brock grunted, taking a bite from a hunk of cheese. “There’s Bek, of course…”
“Alarm! Alarm! Alarm!” echoed eerily across the courtyard, a male voice shouting, the words edged with panic.
“Wait!” Gawain commanded firmly, halting the advance of all those beginning to surge towards the open doors as hands abandoned food and drink and reached for weapons.
Elayeen was on her feet, and with her bow in her left hand and Meeya’s arm in her right, took two paces towards the doorway, scanning all around.
“I see nothing dark,” she announced, and Gawain strode past her and out the door.
A figure, waving frantically, ran across the courtyard towards the guardhouse by the main gates of Ferdan, pointing behind him in the direction of the south wall.
“Alarm!” he screamed again, “The gaol! The gaol!”
Gawain set off, the others not far behind but hampered slightly and delayed somewhat by Elayeen’s slipping and stumbling from the decking onto the hard-packed earth of the courtyard.
“Stand firm! Eyes alert!” Gawain commanded, and yelled “Back inside!” to people he’d seen emerging from buildings further east in the town.
The man who’d shouted the alarm was silenced and swept towards the guardhouse by two burly thalangard, and about the walls, elves with arrows nocked to bowstrings watched intently, inwards towards the group following Gawain, some few casting glances outwards towards the camp beyond the walls.
Near the gaol, Gawain slowed to a halt, noting the open door with its open peep-hatch, and the tray of food dropped on the ground outside it, contents scattered. Elayeen drew up alongside him with Meeya, and then Allazar to his left.
“Dwarfspit!” Gawain spat, disgusted.
“There is nothing in my sight, dark or light.”
“Wait here, all of you. Keep watch.”
“Elves’ Blood, Longsword, has the Dwarfspit Meggen escaped?” Brock cried, sword in hand.
“I don’t think so. Wait here a moment.”
Gawain eased forward, sword still in hand, but with Elayeen’s confident assertion that she had seen nothing, he was certain he wouldn’t need it.
He peered in through the open doorway, no marks or signs of violent entry upon it. Gordo the gaoler lay dead on the candle-strewn floor, ripped open, entrails scattered, blood washing the floor and walls. The Meggen was dead too, what was left of him dragged almost completely through the bars of the cell. From the footprints in the blood on the stone floor, Gawain was fairly certain what had occurred once the Grimmand had killed the gaoler and turned its attention to the prisoner. It had been the Meggen, violent, barbaric and utterly ignorant of the power of the threat he faced, who’d launched himself at the bars to fight with the creature rather than call for help or attempt to evade the beast.
Gawain sheathed his blade and returned to the group gathered some ten yards from the gaol.
“Gaoler and prisoner are both dead. The Grimmand did this, and is still loose. Look inside if you will, but you won’t like what you see.”
Weapons were sheathed, and the curious who had not seen the aftermath of a Grimmand attack eased past Gawain to the gaol.
“Come, back to the hall. There’s nothing for us here,” Gawain sighed.
“You’re angry, Longsword?” Allazar asked quietly, as Meeya led Elayeen away and back towards the courtyard and the hall.
“Yes, with myself,” Gawain admitted, watching the two elfins as they walked away. “I had an inkling of the Grimmand’s intent last night before sleep, but didn’t follow the thread of suspicion to its end. Dwarfspit, it’s so bloody obvious now.”
“The Meggen was its target all along, then?”
“Of course,” Gawain set off slowly, the throng gathered at the gaol having seen enough, shaking their heads and grimacing in disgust at the gory scene they had witnessed. “You said it yourself, Allazar, back on the plains. You said it takes a great deal of resources to create such creatures, and they’d be better spent at the front. I’d arrogantly assumed Morloch would send such a thing to destroy me, or the other kings of the south.”
“That was before we knew of events here, Longsword,” Allazar said gently.
Brock’s deep and resonant voice echoed around them while he uttered his disgust; Gawain glanced over his shoulder, and caught sight of a faint glow from within the gaol, one of the wizards performing the rite for the dead.
“True, and reading the reports last night should’ve given me the clue, and did. The time of the Meggen’s capture and imprisonment here at Ferdan, the time of the killings on the plains, my own recognition of the importance of the information the barbarian had inside his head, it all pointed to the Meggen. Dwarfspit!”
Some fifteen or twenty yards ahead of them, Elayeen and Meeya were approaching the decking outside the main hall. Behind them, crowns and wizards, talking animatedly about the threat they now knew for certain was within the walls of Ferdan. On the walkway around the palisade, elves of the one-twelve stood at the ready, watching closely the movement below. At the guardhouse, officers tried to calm the unfortunate civilian caterer who’d been delivering breakfast to the gaol and had discovered the carnage there.
Then Gawain’s attention was drawn by a familiar though distant snorting, and flicked his eyes towards the horses in their makeshift stable. Elayeen had heard it too, and clearly recalled the significance of Gwyn’s audible warnings, for she paused outside the hall, one foot on the decking, one on the ground, and turned her head towards the stable.
There was a sizeable group of people there; stable-hands, farriers, and two Jurian guardsmen, one of them the sergeant of the day-watch, Toomir, striding purposefully now, away from the horses and towards Gawain and Allazar.
From the corner of his eye, Gawain saw Elayeen tilt her head, first to the left, and then to the right, and then take her right boot from the decking to step a pace away from the hall, flipping her bow to the ready position. Gawain increased his pace towards her, his eyes fixed on the rapidly-advancing sergeant. Toomir was striding towards Gawain and Allazar as though he were simply intent upon seeking orders or to make a report. But the way Elayeen kept tilting her head spoke volumes. At the stables, surrounded by the bright life-lights of people and horses, the black shadow of a Grimmand of Sethi might lurk hidden from the Sight of the Eldenelves; but not when alone and in the middle of a broad and empty expanse of hard-packed earth.
Allazar hung back a little, realisation dawning, and, gripping his staff tighter, glanced first over his shoulder at the Prime of Council walking slowly from the gaol, and then, jaw dropping, eyed the scene unfolding before him. Elayeen reached over her right shoulder and drew an arrow, nocked it, and while Gawain was reaching for the hilt of the longsword, loosed it.
The shaft struck Toomir dead-centre of the chest, but barely slowed his pace. A second of Elayeen’s arrows struck an inch from the first by the time Gawain had his sword drawn and was running towards her. Behind Allazar, Brock’s explosive oath echoed loudly, and then fully a dozen more elven longshafts slammed into the sergeant from various angles, and then the air filled with the thrumming of bowstrings, Brock’s oaths, and the fizz and thudding impact of arrows.
Toomir was gone in an instant, all trace of his likeness vanishing as the Grimmand, in all its awful design, staggered, twisted, and gave a nerve-jangling skirl of a screech like a flock of eagles burning. Then, with its talons extended, it began loping across the courtyard, head down. More and more arrows thudded in to the grey-black aquamire of the man-shaped body, but to no avail.
Suddenly, with a sound like flags fluttering, streams of white fire danced across the earth and flashed down the creature’s right flank, while others chewed a gouge in the dirt at its feet. A third flickered over the creature’s head from Arramin’s staff as the elderly wizard rounded the northern corner of the hall from the apartments at the best run his ancient legs could manage, Rollaf and Terryn hard on his heels, the twang of their crossbows mingling with the thrum of longbows.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar screamed, and the snap-fluttering sounds were drowned by the ripping roar from the deluge of white fire which spewed from the Dymendin staff, ploughing a ditch of a furrow in the earth between the wizard and the creature before it hit the Grimmand, and then, like the arrow-riddled beast itself, the lightning was gone in an instant. Allazar had extinguished his white fire before it could overshoot its target and slam into buildings, people and horses at the north-western end of the courtyard.
The relative silence that followed was broken by the sound of dirt and gravel peppering the wooden walls and decking of the hall, and the sound of booted feet racing to the scene. Gawain had barely managed to turn his body when Allazar had shouted, shielding Elayeen from the worst of the fallout from Allazar’s immense blast, feeling the impact of stones and grit which might otherwise have damaged her already blind but wide open eyes.
“Elves’ Blood!” Brock boomed from where the kings and wizards stood braced and rooted to the spot, weapons at the ready, “Elves’ bloody Blood and Dwarfspit!”
“Are you hurt?” Gawain said softly.
“No. And the Word? And the Deed?”
“We are unharmed. Thank you.”
Elayeen turned her face towards Gawain and for the briefest of moments their eyes locked again, but then, as always, she lowered them. Gawain studied her for a moment longer, searching for some sign of emotion, but there was, as always of late, nothing.
He stepped back, sheathed his sword, and gave a hand-signal to the elves on Wallguard to stand down from the heights of their alert. A quick nod to Meeya, sword in hand and blinking back astonishment, and the thalangard sheathed her blade and took Elayeen’s arm.
“Elves’ Blood!” Brock boomed again, approaching with the rest of the Prime and gazing in awe first at Allazar and then at the length and depth of the furrow the wizard’s fire had ploughed. “Are you all unharmed, Longsword?”
“We are,” Gawain asserted, and as the elderly wizard Arramin hurried along the decking of the hall towards them, glanced over Brock’s shoulder towards the gaol, and the wizard Mahlek of Juria emerging from the open door, staff in hand.
“That was the Grimmand thing, then?” Eryk of Threlland hefted his belt back into place now his sword was sheathed and no longer needed.
“It was, your Majesty,” Allazar confirmed, “And I fear that its appearance means the worst for poor Sergeant Toomir.”
“By the Teeth,” Willam gasped, “Then that thing has been in and out of the hall and close to all of us since our return from Shiyanath. It could have destroyed all of us at any time!”
“Toomir was himself yesterday when he led us to the gaol,” Allazar announced as Mahlek arrived. “The Grimmand must have been in a position to observe the proceedings yesterday, and struck at some point during the night. Longsword believes that the Meggen prisoner was its target all along.”
“Why? And why the ’spit did it wait until last night if that were so?” Brock demanded, anger clearly rising at the audacity and despicable nature of the enemy attack so close to the heart of allied defences.
Allazar shrugged slightly, leaning on his staff. “Perhaps our arrival yesterday gave it the opportunity it needed to enter Ferdan or draw closer to its prey. It could easily have taken advantage of the times all eyes were on us during our approach and afterwards.”
“Let’s continue this discussion inside,” Gawain announced, “Standing here does little good. Proceed calmly though, for the sake of the eyes upon us. Wizard Mahlek?”
“My lord?”
“Please invite the General Staff to attend. And have Serre Jaxon and the lady Kahla informed that they are at liberty for now. With the Meggen dead, we’ve no need of their skills with the Gorian language, at least for the time being.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“I believe we can relieve the restrictions on the townsfolk, too, though it might be wise to restrict movements in and out of Ferdan for a little longer.”
“You’re worried about another of those things getting in?” Eryk’s eyebrows shot up.
Gawain shrugged. “I don’t think so. But the one-twelve are nervous, word will soon spread, and we can do without mistakes, rumours or fear sapping morale any further than it has been already. Mahlek, have the mid-watch assist with the day-watch in the search for Sergeant Toomir’s body.”
“I shall, my lord.”
“And where’s Tyrane?”
“I believe the captain remained without the walls, my lord,” Dakar announced smoothly, “The better to complete his inspection of the forces there, he said.”
Gawain nodded an acknowledgement, and with a last glance at the furrow Allazar’s Dymendin staff had ploughed, he turned to Meeya and indicated they should enter the hall. That furrow ran in what was a passably straight line from where Allazar had been standing to where the Grimmand had been running when white fire had annihilated it. This time it wasn’t a tendril of suspicion now tugging at Gawain’s nerves, it was a rope. The furrow ran some forty yards across the empty space which served as courtyard, parade ground and muster-yard, and it was precisely the line the Grimmand had been taking on its headlong charge.
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15. Intentions
 
Gawain did indeed know most of the General Staff when they finally arrived at the hall. Food was hastily cleared from the long table, Gawain seated at the head of it furthest from the door, Elayeen to his right and Allazar to his left. Then sat the crowns of Callodon, Juria and Threlland, and the three wizards of the council. Meeya took a position at the wall behind Gawain’s right shoulder, keeping a watchful eye on proceedings and over Elayeen as the officers trooped in and were introduced by the wizard Mahlek.
General Bek, commander of the Royal Jurian Cavalry and Commandant of Ferdan. He was a well-built man who’d maintained his physique in spite of advancing years. He wore a close-trimmed grey beard, and intelligent grey eyes sparkled beneath his short-cropped grey hair. Gawain could easily imagine him leading a charge across the plains, and doubtless on a grey mare. Those sharp eyes were studying Gawain just as closely as Gawain was studying the man behind them.
General Karn, leader of Threlland’s meagre forces, short-cropped hair and beard, both as white as snow and contrasting with the elderly dwarf’s weather-tanned and leathery complexion. Him Gawain remembered from Tarn, particularly the hard blue eyes which rarely seemed to blink, as if to do so might mean missing something important.
Flag-Major Hern, of Callodon, deputising for General Igorn, who was overseeing Callodon’s defences and attending to matters at the Jarn Gap. Hern was perhaps a few years older than Tyrane, lean and wiry, alert, dark haired, and his complexion too spoke of a life spent a great deal out of doors.
There were a handful of staff officers, who nodded politely on being introduced, and when all had taken their places, Gawain indicated they should be seated. He felt rather pleased that all of the military men around the table were wearing uniforms which were grubby and showed signs of wear. These were seasoned and serious officers in the field, and not preening peacocks more accustomed to strutting prettily at court.
“This business with the Grimmand creature, m’lords, m’lady,” Bek announced suddenly, his voice tight with anger, “I can only offer my most sincere apologies, on behalf of the men under my command.”
“No apology is necessary, General Bek,” Allazar soothed, “The Grimmand is a vile weapon, and but for her Majesty, we would all have been as ignorant of the foul creature’s identity as anyone else.”
Karn cleared his throat, as he always did before speaking, though as always, his voice remained gruff and harsh. “Indeed. We have heard of her Majesty’s encounter with the dark enemy at Raheen and the affliction resulting from it. Wizard Arramin was kind enough to give us a briefing in the apartments last night.”
“Good,” Allazar announced, “Thank you, Master Arramin, you’ve saved us the need for explanations here. Salaman Goth was a dark wizard of great power, and our lady’s destruction of that evil foe was never likely to be without repercussions. We have no idea how long this affliction will last, though it is always our hope that today will be the day that sees its ending.”
“Don’t rely upon my lady’s sight for your protection,” Gawain announced firmly. “And don’t imagine for a moment that the Grimmand is the only creature the enemy has at its disposal.”
“Which brings us neatly to the question of the enemy, my lord,” Hern said softly, but clearly. “All of us here have studied the arts of war, some of us have experience of it, and each of us brings to the table our own expertise. What forces we have, and which are now at your disposal, have been drilled as best as can be expected in the time allotted. But we have been preparing for a war against men. Now we learn this conflict is not to be against men.”
“Forgive me, Longsword, Hern’s being diplomatic,” Brock grumbled, “He’s a good man, it’s why he’s here while Igorn’s in the south. But I think it’d be a good idea if we all continued to call a spade a bloody spade as we did before Longsword’s arrival. We’ll get things said and done a lot quicker!”
Gawain nodded. 
“Very well, my lords, then with your permission I shall be blunt, and ask the question I’m sure all at this table are asking themselves in the aftermath of this morning’s horrors. What chance do we have against an army of some four thousand with weapons such as the Grimmand and Razorwing at its disposal?”
Gawain eyed them all in turn, slowly. “To be blunt, no chance at all.”
There was a short silence, and to their credit, every one of those senior officers held his gaze.
“Well that’s cheerful,” Brock announced. “Think we were all hoping you had some secret weapon up yer sleeve, the way you raced off to Raheen last time you bloodied Morloch’s nose.”
Gawain leaned forward and clasped his hands lightly in front of him on the table. “Make no mistake, gentlemen. The Grimmand could very well be the least of the enemy’s weapons you need to worry about. They have the Kiromok, which Arramin may have mentioned to you, and the Kraal, which your crowns learned of here at this table last night. We have a few sticks, far too few of them in fact, and we have the farak gorin. And we have whatever else is here in Ferdan, and at present, you know better than I what that is.”
“And yet you are here, my lord,” Hern said, smiling, “And not in the ports of Arrun seeking passage on a fast boat to fabled lands.”
Broad smiles and chuckles rippled the length of the table. Fabled lands beyond the seas had been as popular a myth as Morloch once had, to frighten naughty children. None who set out to find them ever returned, which was enough for some to claim they were so fabulous no-one ever wished to leave them.
“True,” Gawain conceded. “I answered the call of Council, and have my own reasons for doing so. Morloch owes my people and I a debt, and I should like to see him pay at least a part of it. So. Here I am. But make no mistake, and don’t let false hopes blind you to the reality of what we must do. Our only hope of victory lies in the forest to the west, and that forest, and that hope, is now denied to us. Without a thousand elves and their bows at our backs, we are doomed.
“We are not advancing to victory, there’ll be no songs of triumph sung about our deeds, and in all likelihood no-one but the enemy will survive to know how we fought and died. But advance we shall, and fight we shall. For all the lands south of the Teeth.”
“This news may go hard with the men outside the walls.” Bek announced, completely matter-of-fact. “They may choose instead to fight and die with their friends and families at home rather than at some bleak spot in a foreign land.”
“I think they would’ve have left already if that were true,” Karn growled. “And none of them have, at least to my knowledge.”
“Nor to mine,” Hern agreed, “But those who have clung to Raheen’s coming for their hope may take a different view when they learn he himself has none.”
Gawain smiled cruelly. “I still have hope, Flag-Major. But not for myself. My hope is that we shall destroy a sizeable portion of Morloch’s army, and that the remainder freezes to death on the plains before they can reach kinder and gentler lands than they’ll have at the farak gorin.”
This time, eyebrows did arch.
“You mean to fight them there, my lord?” Karn barked in surprise.
Gawain nodded, and then sat back, folding his arms lightly across his chest. “You’ve all doubtless studied the maps and have no need of them now. Morloch’s forces are divided, half in the northwest in the foothills of the Teeth, beyond the farak gorin north of the wild lands known in Goria as the Meggenveld. It was from the Meggenveld that the prisoner killed in the gaol originated, and our friends Jaxon and Kahla can tell you a little about those Meggens and their ways.
“The other half is in the northeast, at the Barak-nor, near the north-eastern coast of Threlland. You know this, and you also know that those armies each numbered about six hundred in the summer, and have since been swollen by reinforcements.
“It was originally Morloch’s intention that those two armies would unite on the scree and march across the region of the farak gorin where that river of bitchrock is narrowest. I know it, I myself crossed there, twice. There, they were to form a bridge-head, holding the farak gorin while Morloch’s hordes spilled through the breach they were making in the Teeth and pooled on the scree at the foot of the mountains before advancing.
“And that is why Morloch wanted to keep Elvendere apart from the other kindred races. He knew that a thousand elven archers would slaughter his expeditionary forces, annihilate the bridge-head, and advance to pick off the stream of Morlochmen trickling down the mountain from the breach.”
Gawain paused, and took a sip of breakfast wine. It was cold now, but still refreshing. The General Staff waited quietly, intently, seeing in their minds’ eyes Morloch’s tactics, knowing the truth of it from reports and in some cases from experience, at least for those who’d seen across the Teeth in the vision of Morloch in this very hall in June.
“So. Now that the breach in the Teeth is sealed, Morloch’s main force is trapped once more beyond those mountains. That leaves the two enemy armies, growing steadily each day by a trickle of reinforcements from the west. They won’t spend another winter freezing in the wild lands. Morloch wasn’t coming to conquer these lands, he was coming to consume them. His surviving armies south of the Teeth will do likewise. They have no choice. For them, it’s advance or die of starvation and cold. And that’s why Morloch poked Elvendere in the side, in the west. To keep Elvendere apart from us all, and to keep those thousand archers from the field.”
“You mean to advance,” Karn nodded, his keen eyes sparking beneath those bushy white eyebrows, “Obliging them to unite and attack our forces, thus reducing their numbers and lessening the threat against all lands.”
“Yes.”
Brock did not seem particularly happy, just as Gawain had predicted the night before. “Dwarfspit, Longsword, advancing now would have us all destroyed in one fell swoop, and rob our hearths and homes of more time to prepare their defences!”
“It would also enable us to reduce enemy numbers in a way which only a pitched battle could do.”
“You haven’t heard the plans the Staff have prepared…”
“I don’t need to,” Gawain announced, and Brock looked stunned. “Would you like me to tell you what they are?”
Brock blinked.
“My lords,” Allazar reminded them gently, “I’m sure the commander of allied forces appointed by Council has considered carefully his tactics, we have had much time on our journey here to do so.”
“I’ll tell you then,” Gawain continued, ignoring Allazar and still eyeing Brock calmly. “With the exception of Threlland’s General Karn, who commands an army of infantry, the senior officers of both Juria and Callodon are cavalrymen. While Karn will have suggested digging in around the foothills of Tarn, if our dwarven friends will pardon the unintended pun, the remainder will have planned a mobile campaign.
“The cavalry no doubt, according to those plans, would be dashing in and out of the enemy advance, reducing its numbers piecemeal with each sortie, terrier-like, nipping at their heels. And meanwhile, the volunteers would be manning and defending highly-mobile re-supply depots operated by the likes of those excellent waggoners who escorted us from the Morrentill.
“General Karn would of course agree that the terrier tactics of the cavalry would be most welcome against the north-eastern army, the riders being used to pin the enemy back against his entrenched infantry and against the farak gorin. But that would leave the western gap exposed, and the plains of Juria wide open at that arm of the U of these lands where now sit only the lonely dwarves of the beacon-watch. There’s not enough cavalry to harry the enemy east and west simultaneously, and with the west the weakest point, bereft of both of elves and infantry, Bek and Hern would insist on forming their skirmishing lines at the slant from here towards the northwest. Leaving the enemy at the Barak-nor free simply to march around the infantry at Tarn and into Mornland for supper.”
Gawain took another sip of wine from his beaker and eyed Brock over the rim. It was clear from the expressions all around the table that he’d effectively summarised most of the points of discussion the General Staff had engaged in before his arrival.
“Be that as it may,” Brock rumbled, “Such actions would delay the enemy for days, perhaps even weeks before they reach the major towns of Juria. To advance our entire force up the plains to the farak gorin now would doubtless be noticed by their spies. Morloch’s two armies would unite, and march across that river of stone and destroy us all in one fell swoop! Four thousand with Dwarfspit creatures like that thing out there! It would be over in a matter of hours!”
“Perhaps. Perhaps a little longer. They still have to cross the farak gorin. They can either do that in the west and the east, where it’s widest and where, in the east at least, Threlland’s Rangers can harry them and make their lives even more uncomfortable, or they can gather on the scree, and then march across at the narrowest part. Our army waiting there will doubtless prompt them to do the latter, rather than risk the suffering inflicted by the increased mileage of bitchrock at the extremes.”
“Mobility is the key against such a large force! By harrying them with the cavalry we can delay them longer and give more time to our people!”
Gawain nodded, and spoke calmly, and with authority. “I agree. I knew the man who wrote the book on modern cavalry tactics. He led one of the quarters of The One Thousand at the battle for Pellarn. He taught me everything he knew. It would require a man of great self-confidence to consider challenging a crown of Raheen on matters concerning cavalry warfare.”
“Even so…”
“Even so,” Gawain cut Brock off, ignoring the sudden flush of anger colouring the older man’s cheeks. “You are still thinking in terms of traditional warfare against a traditional enemy. We are not preparing to halt an incursion by Gorian Praetorians. We are not preparing to repel Jurian cavalry or the Black and Gold riders of the Westguard up from the South-halt. We are facing an army on foot for the most part, but with creatures at their disposal the like of which defy imagination.
“A harrying hit-and-run sortie against an advancing horde possessing a flock of Razorwing in their vanguard would be over not in hours, Brock, but in a very few minutes. And while you’re feeding your horsemen in convenient piecemeal portions to the western horde and its Graken-riders, Razorwing and whitebeards only know what else, the eastern throng will be dining on a main course consisting of Threlland and Mornland.
“If, as you say, mobility is indeed the key to the coming battle, understand that the enemy has it in spades. The Razorwing are faster than any bolt shot from a crossbow. The Kraal once moving will not be stopped except for the thickest of stone walls or the fire from a wizard’s staff. The Graken can cover hundreds of miles in a day, or a night. That Grimmand out there, you recall, did not walk barefoot across the farak gorin, it was deposited behind our lines and doubtless from the back of one of those winged creatures.”
Brock’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. “You’ve only been here five minutes and already made up yer mind to march us all to our doom, and no amount of reasoning will change your mind!”
“My lord,” Allazar said, and his Dymendin staff seemed to glow a little brighter, even though he wasn’t touching it, propped as it was against the table. “Neither I nor Longsword have yet read the minutes of Council concerning his appointment as Commander of our forces. I have no doubt there were reasons far beyond simple expediency for the nomination and its unanimous acceptance. In the midst of all the wrangling and debate, the politics and argument, and later the chaos of your eviction from Shiyanath, Longsword has had the peace of long days and nights upon the Canal of Thal-Marrahan in which to prepare his strategy.”
“It’s quite simple, really,” Gawain announced. “We have one chance, and one chance only, to inflict as much damage as possible upon the enemy. Only by reducing its numbers can the people of the south, your people, have any hope of surviving the winter. And there is no other way to do this, against a foul army backed by creatures of dark magic, than to engage them head on. Without a thousand elves and their longbows, and without hundreds of wizards and their sticks, we are already defeated. Morloch knows it. I know it. You know it. And, I suspect, every man and woman outside the walls of Ferdan knows it.
“This then, gentlemen, is my intention. I shall await Rak’s return from Tarn, and when my adjutant, Captain Tyrane, has given me his reports concerning our assets, we shall make ready, and our army, such as it is, shall advance east of north to the region of the farak gorin I have previously described.”
Brock simmered quietly, and around the table, expressions were set grim.
“Are there any questions for the Commander?” Allazar asked softly.
None came. Gawain leaned forward again.
“Gentlemen, each cadre of men and dwarves in our combined force will naturally look to the leaders they’ve known all the days of their service to their crowns. That means they’ll be looking to you. If we are to succeed in damaging Morloch’s horde to the utmost extent possible, I require all of you to be united in spirit and purpose.
“We are outnumbered, ill-prepared, and ill-equipped for the coming war. But we are still superior to the enemy in many ways. One of those superior qualities must be our willingness to die fighting as furiously as that Meggen did when he flung himself at the foul creature sent to assassinate him. For the sake of all those in your lands who must endure the horror of whatever forces get past us at the farak gorin, we must do our utmost to ensure that as few get past as possible.”
There was a quiet chorus of earnest “Aye, m’lords” from the table, and Gawain paused a moment longer, and then dismissed them.
“For now, gentlemen, I’d like the wizard Arramin to acquaint you with the kind of enemy we shall be facing. He has witnessed their horror, and aided admirably in their destruction. When my adjutant has briefed me and Lord Rak of Tarn has returned, I’ll discuss the details of our deployment in the north. Until then, please keep yourselves available, and bend your thoughts to the not inconsiderable challenge of moving our army to the far-gor, and keeping them all fit enough to fight like demons when we get there. I’d like crowns to walk with me on the south wall.”
With that, Gawain, followed by everyone else, stood. Meeya at once advanced to assist Elayeen, and Gawain with Allazar behind him, strode purposefully towards the doors, and flung them open. Outside, guards fresh-posted either side of the portals stood to attention as their new commander strode across the decking and towards the gates, Allazar hurrying to keep pace.
“Longsword, are you angry?” the wizard whispered.
“No, though it does no harm to appear so,” Gawain replied, and flashed a quick smile before stopping in the middle of the square.
“If it helps, your handling of Callodon has left no-one in any doubt who commands here.”
“Good. Everything depends on it.”
Gawain waited patiently, gazing up at the palisade and around it, eyeing the quiet bustle. Here, in the middle of the expanse of the parade ground, under the watchful eyes of the elven Wallguard, quiet speech could not be overheard.
“I still disagree with your tactics, Gawain of Raheen,” Brock announced, not so quietly, “Though of course I defer to your authority. It wasn’t my intent to undermine you. My apologies if you think I did.”
“It isn’t important whether you agree with my decisions or not, Brock, only that Callodon follows where I lead, and without hesitation. Never forget, I have seen across the Teeth, and I have seen something of the mind of our enemy. We have no time for councils, jibber-jabber and polite debate. You can thank the Thallanhall for that.”
“I agree,” Eryk said softly. “It is we who have placed the burden of command on your young shoulders, and in your absence at that. The least we can do is support your decisions, publicly and wholeheartedly, no matter what our private views might be.”
“Dwarfspit, Threlland, I’ve apologised,” Brock grumbled, and he did look genuinely contrite. “What more d’you want me to do, shout it at the top of my voice?”
“I believe you already did, my lord,” Allazar soothed, smiling.
“Yes… well…” Brock grumbled. “And don’t think we haven’t noticed your new stick, and the size of the bloody trench you dug with it. I sincerely hope there’s not more where that one came from, considering where you got it.”
“If there were,” Allazar announced seriously, “Ferdan would be nothing more than a ploughed field, and would have been so long before we arrived. There would’ve been no need for a dark wizard to resort to the Grimmand in order to dispose of the Meggen prisoner.”
“Come, to the walls, I want to see our forces, and I want them to see us,” Gawain suddenly announced, and began striding towards the guardhouse by the gates, and the stairway leading up to the palisade walkway beyond it.
“It does rather make one wonder about the strength of the mystic forces awaiting us in the north…” Allazar pondered aloud, “A Graken-rider could have rained black fire…”
“Remain close to my lady, wizard, and keep your wits about you! We still don’t know for certain there is nothing else dark within these walls. Stay sharp!”
Allazar looked shocked at Gawain’s unexpected rebuke, until realisation dawned upon him and he remembered Gawain’s warning of the previous night: Remember, Allazar, stay sharp, we are already defeated.
“My apologies, your Majesty,” Allazar mumbled, allowing Meeya to guide Elayeen past him while he took up a defensive position behind her.
Gawain waved an acknowledgement at the salutes snapped his way by the guardsmen at the gates, and strode towards the somewhat dilapidated stairway leading up to the walkway where he paused. Everything about Ferdan seemed to be summed up by the state of the palisade and those rickety steps, built decades ago and long neglected, pressed into sudden service just when peaceful retirement beckoned. Elayeen would need to take great care here, and up on the walkway which was just as old and apparently infirm as the steps.
“Be careful, Elayeen,” Gawain cautioned, “These steps are dangerous.”
He held out his hand, and to his surprise, she took it in her left, Meeya holding her right arm. Together, they guided Elayeen safely to the walkway at the top, under the watchful and concerned gaze of some, and perhaps a slightly embarrassed gaze from others.
Allazar allowed them to reach the top before he himself mounted the steps, pondering in the meantime the implications of his earlier train of thought so carelessly uttered aloud. Hope flared within him like an ember, along with the realisation that perhaps Gawain was right, and perhaps all in the north was not as it seemed. It would have been a simple thing for a Graken-riding demGoth to hover over the lacklustre town and rain black fire down upon the inhabitants.
A Graken-rider who could deposit a Grimmand so far south of the town would have no difficulty assaulting the town itself. If Morloch’s spies had kept him well enough informed that he knew the Meggen was imprisoned in Ferdan, they certainly should have been able to inform him which building was the gaol. It was, after all, one of the few stone-built structures within the palisade. Allazar began to wonder what other hints and signs he had missed, which Gawain had not…
“Come on, wizard, haven’t got all day!” Brock protested, still sounding a little petulant, and Allazar snapped his attention back to the steps.
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16. Flags and Banners
 
The real reason for taking to the perilous wooden walkway and its creaking planks, daylight and the ground below clearly visible between each one, was to give Elayeen an opportunity to cast her gaze over the allied forces gathered beyond the palisade. Of course, it didn’t hurt that those forces had an opportunity to see, although from a distance, the Commander and his lady, and the Prime of Council, upon the wall. News of their presence on the palisade rippled through the camp, and there was much waving of flags and banners in salute, and the royalty on the wall returned the honours by waving back.
They walked slowly, for safety’s sake as well as to give Elayeen time to scrutinise the neatly-ordered groups of men and dwarves outside the walls. The camp was laid out well enough, doubtless the result of experience brought to the field by seasoned Callodonian officers. Neat rows of tents arranged in blocks, broad avenues running between them to allow men to move freely and quickly if needed. Neat rows of cooking fires and braziers, neat rows of makeshift stables, and neat rows of latrines, all with good clearance between each well-defined area of the camp.
But the only water available came from a shallow stream a few hundred yards from Ferdan’s east wall, and the path to it from the camp was well-trodden. The stream had been swollen by the recent rains, which was welcome, but the scant supply meant that it was reserved for cooking and for drinking by men and animals both. Within Ferdan, wells supplied the town’s needs, but the temporary nature of the camp had meant that none had been bored or dug without.
It was that shortage of water for bathing which meant lowered standards of hygiene, though Willam mentioned a broader and deeper stream some eight miles to the east to which the men marched or rode, by turns, once a week. It didn’t appear on any maps, but the men with typical camp humour had named it the River Grimehalt, though by the time they’d marched back from bathing there, the grime was already beginning a fresh assault.
“So there are men out now, bathing?”
“Yes,” Willam confirmed, “They would have left after breakfast. It’s a brisk two-hour march on foot. An hour or so spent washing themselves and clothing, then another two hour march back. If there’s enough light left in the day when they return, a second group will go, usually on horseback to guarantee a return before nightfall.”
“How large are the groups?”
“It varies, I am told, but usually some fifty at a time. Two trips per day means the next turn comes a week after the last, or thereabouts.”
Gawain nodded, and made a mental note to ask Meeya and Elayeen to observe the return of the party from the Grimehalt. It was his hope that nothing else dark wizard-made yet lurked among the allied forces, and although they now knew it was possible for a Grimmand to evade Eldengaze at least for a time, it wouldn’t do to lower their guard.
What was immediately apparent though, when they turned the southeast corner of the palisade and began walking north, was how little space some seven hundred men and dwarves occupied, even with their horses. The allied lines at the far-gor, as Gawain had dubbed the farak gorin at his briefing with the General Staff, would be thin indeed.
With nothing to see but the town inside the walls and the vast and treeless plains outside, there seemed little point in continuing their circumnavigation of Ferdan, but Gawain insisted on it for the sake of completeness if nothing else. But, while it did allow Elayeen to cast her gaze over the dull and dreary town, it also made her nervous, and Meeya likewise. The condition of the walkway was responsible for more than one worried glance from all those upon it, and it was no surprise to see Elayeen slip her arm around Meeya’s waist at a particularly alarming groan from the planks under foot at the northeast corner of the wall.
Finally, safe on dry ground back at the main gates, all in the party walked away from the palisade with greater respect for the Wallguard standing watch upon it.
“Still want to advance, Longsword, now you’ve seen what we’ve got?” Brock grumbled.
“Yes. If anything, it merely reinforces my conviction that advancing to the far-gor is our only hope of damaging the enemy.”
“One thing’s certain,” Eryk interjected, “With the condition these walls are in, we wouldn’t last five minutes trying to fight them off here.”
“Alas,” Willam sighed apologetically, “Ferdan was never intended to be a fortress or citadel, and with no enemies ever likely to threaten our western reaches, it, like many of our more remote outposts, has been allowed to succumb to decay. Relations with Elvendere now being what they are, it is highly unlikely that the raw materials needed to repair and reinforce the defences will ever be forthcoming.”
 “All the more reason for a timely advance to the north,” Gawain affirmed. “The longer we remain, the more we invite the enemy to attack us here.”
“Pity no-one thought to build a bloody great castle on the shores of that far-gor just in case that blackhearted bastard came back again.”
“And who would wish to live there, Callodon?” Willam rose to the challenge. “It’s a miserable place at the best of times.”
“I wasn’t referring to you, Juria. I was generalising.”
“I suspect,” Allazar offering a soothing opinion, the group now halfway across the parade ground and approaching the spot where the Grimmand had been annihilated, “That in the years of peace that followed Morloch’s binding beyond the Teeth, all minds were bent to the task of reconstruction. In the decades of rebuilding, the matter of Morloch was simply forgotten, along with much else besides.”
Gawain resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow and flick a glance at the wizard, remembering the circles in the hall of Raheen and the power they had unleashed. But he knew Allazar was only trying to prevent Willam’s embarrassment and to pour oil on the troubled waters of Brock’s mood.
“A lasting union between all the lands would’ve helped more than stone keeps and curtain walls in the north,” Gawain  added thoughtfully. “Which, of course, is why Morloch worked so long and so hard at preventing it. Besides, there’s a citadel southeast of here, and much good that’s done us.”
“There is?” Eryk looked astonished.
“I believe Longsword is referring to the D’ith Hallencloister, your Majesty,” Allazar explained.
“Ah yes. I haven’t seen it,” Eryk remarked, “Only heard talk of it.”
And while Mahlek and Allazar began describing the fortress-cum-college, Gawain paused, and let them all move ahead of him to the hall while he turned and looked for Gwyn in the stables near the gates. Now that the sun was up and yesterday’s puddles drying, the temporary quarters erected for the horses didn’t seem so bad. They were being well-tended by a small army of volunteers, mostly young boys and girls, and seemed content enough for the time being. They’d need exercise soon, though.
He smiled, and was deciding on a long run out onto the plains when he heard his name, and turned back to the hall, only to find Elayeen and Meeya staring at him. This time Elayeen held his gaze until Gawain felt the chill of it numbing his blood, and only then did she turn and allow herself to be led into the hall. It was, perhaps, her way of reminding him to remain close, but while he regained his breath and shook off the spine-tingling sense of rising horror that Eldengaze had inflicted, he was reminded once more of the circles of Raheen, and wondered too why the whitebeards and Eldenelves hadn’t constructed defences at the farak gorin. They certainly had not forgotten Morloch, and yet had left the door to the south wide open.
 
It was well after noon and after lunch when Tyrane strode into the hall, a small board and papers under his arm.
“My lord,” he saluted.
“Tyrane,” Gawain acknowledged. He was seated at the head of the long table as before, though the Prime of Council had retired to their apartments for lunch (and, Gawain suspected, a meeting amongst themselves), and only the three of Raheen and Meeya occupied the hall. “You missed the first meeting of the General Staff.”
“So I heard, my lord. Though most of them are known to me, by reputation if not by personal acquaintance. My apologies.”
“No need. The facts you went out to acquire are much more important than standing around here would’ve been. I’ve informed the entire council of my decision appointing you as my adjutant.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
“Again no need. To be honest, while it might’ve been fun in a perverse way to send Mahlek scurrying about the place, at least I can rely on you to ensure my requests and orders are carried out. You missed the Grimmand’s attack and destruction, though.”
“News of it swept through the camp while I was talking with officers from Threlland.”
“So soon?”
“We all heard the sounds of alarm and could make out the Wallguard shooting at something. And we heard what must’ve been the wizard Allazar’s white fire. Someone said it sounded like sheetrock being ripped asunder. I’ve assumed that the rent in the muster-yard is all that remains of the action?”
“Yes,” Allazar looked a little sheepish. “What effect has the news had on morale? Devastating, I assume?”
“Quite the contrary, Serre Wizard,” Tyrane smiled. “They’re all grinning like idiots and waving clenched fists in salute of this fresh triumph over Morloch and his spawn. The story has it that the Grimmand was lurching across the yard and rattling like a porcupine from the number of longshafts riddling it when it was hit by a sky-full of wizard’s lightning, leaving nothing but a ditch deeper than the Grimehalt to mark its passing.”
Allazar’s eyebrows arched. “Then they do not fear another Grimmand amongst them?”
“If they do, it’s not apparent. Or it hasn’t occurred to them yet. Your appearance on the wall earlier, coming so soon after the encounter, further bolstered their spirits.”
Gawain indicated a chair, and Tyrane sat gratefully, placing his board and papers before him and filling a beaker with weak wine before continuing.
“In truth, my lord, they know well enough the fate which awaits us all, but every success is a victory, and every enemy destroyed one less to bother hearth and home. Yesterday, despair might not have been too far from the surface. Today, it’s been buried deep, for the time being at least, by the hope that even so small a force as ours can inflict great damage on the enemy.”
“And what do we have, in this force of ours?” Gawain asked softly, as if fearing the reply.
Tyrane sighed, and rearranged his papers. “We have perhaps every occupation ever to earn a crust throughout the lands south of the Teeth, my lord. I shan’t list them all, though I did make a record in case a need arose. We have some three hundred and twenty professional military men and dwarves, not including the one-twelve out of Elvendere. Including those, four hundred and thirty two, of which all but one hundred and eight dwarven infantrymen are mounted, with horses.
“In addition we have three hundred and eighty one volunteer reserves, all of whom have received some military training over and above any instruction given while here at Ferdan. Most of those are riders, though not all with horses. Word from Arrun is that more horses are hoped to arrive soon, though how many can’t be said.
“That gives us eight hundred and thirteen professionals and reservists. We also have one hundred and sixty two volunteers who have no military training at all beyond basic drills received here at camp. Most of them aren’t front-line fit; they’re cooks and bottle-washers, healers and helpers, general hands. They’re all willing to fight but to be honest, they’re being put to better use in the supporting roles for which they are well equipped and trained. They know, though, that when the fighting begins, they won’t survive. Like the professionals around them, they fully understand that it’s better to be a cook or healer’s helper who can hopefully take one of Morloch’s with them, than to be a cook or healer’s helper who dies unarmed. They’ll do the best they can.”
“So we are outnumbered four to one,” Allazar sighed.
“Three approach,” Elayeen said quietly, staring at the wall, and sure enough, there came a knock at the door and the three crowns of council entered.
Tyrane stood at once, but was waved back into this seat by Brock.
“Apologies, Longsword, didn’t mean to interrupt your briefing. We’ll leave if you want?”
“No, thank you Brock, please sit. You all know my adjutant, Tyrane.”
They did, and they sat.
“We were just noting, my lords,” Allazar announced, “That at the far-gor, we shall be outnumbered four to one.”
Brock grunted and nodded. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound too bad.”
“Given the range and power of the one-twelve’s longbows, it might not be.” Allazar smiled, hopefully.
“Assuming their heads aren’t the first to go when the Razorwing attack,” Gawain reminded them.
“Ah.”
“Carry on, Tyrane.”
“M’lords. Food is adequate and the diet varied, I have a list of provisions, and the supply lines to the east and south are secure and regular. Shortfalls are as Captain Byrne mentioned on our journey from the Morrentill, but these are being addressed. I understand a herd of milk cows is perhaps two days out of Ferdan and making steady progress towards us. A shortage of bread is currently being addressed by shipments of corn and wheat, but these are steadily dwindling, outlying towns and villages are shoring up what defences they have and are becoming more cautious with their granaries.”
“We can’t be expected to oblige them to starve, knowing as we do the final outcome of the coming battle,” Willam declared.
“True. And while bread is certainly more convenient and portable than sacks of grain, we do, I hope, have other foods to sustain a march north?”
“Yes, my lord,” Tyrane nodded, and turned a page on his board. “Each of Threlland’s infantrymen carries one cake of frak sealed, one cake open and in use. Enough for two months or more in the field, I am told. In stores, five hundred cakes of frak. Two hundred crates of elven freenmek, fifty bars to the crate, and one hundred boxes of honey bars, fifty to the box, all unopened as yet. These are iron rations m’lord. It’ll keep kindred forces hale, though whether hearty or not remains to be seen. Fortunately we have other stores. For exampled, three hundred barrels of dried fruit, including apple, figs, and raisins. One hundred barrels of dry cured beef, one hundred of salt pork, two hundred crates of dry biscuit…”
“In short, Tyrane, your opinion on provisions?”
“More than sufficient to provide for our forces, m’lord. Oats and grains are being rationed for horses though, m’lord, so one assumes that grasses on the plains will suffice for the animals. I’m told that the route to the Grimehalt, and the banks and area around that flow, is almost stripped bare now, the horses being allowed to graze there.”
“They’ll need exercise too before we leave. Our own horse-friends especially, given the journey they’ve endured. I’d like the stable-master to give you a report on the condition of all steeds, requirements for farriery, fitness for travel and for combat.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“What about weapons? The supplies from Dun Meven have arrived, I understand.”
“Yes, m’lord. Though the weapons are somewhat antique they are certainly serviceable. Heavy axes, halberds, maces, and old sea-pattern curved scimitars have been issued to the volunteers. We still have a large number of halberds yet to be issued, and a small number of the sea-pattern scimitars likewise surplus to requirements. The stores also include a large number of agricultural implements shipped from all over the lands. We have scythes, sickles, old ard ploughs, coulters, and any number of old bladed instruments the original purpose for which I cannot guess.”
“There’s no longer any shortage of weapons of war, though?”
“No, m’lord, the museum pieces have addressed that lack. We have crossbows as issued to the professionals and a number of the reservists brought those which had been entrusted to their keeping on taking their oaths. There is no shortage of bolts for the weapons, in fact I would suggest there is an excess. There are also four grappinbows, brought by engineers from Threlland, and about a mile each of silkstring, twist-cord and cable-rope per grappinbow…”
“Excellent,” Eryk mumbled, shaking his head sadly, “If you need to build a bridge across a chasm on the way to the farak gorin, you have everything you need.”
Gawain allowed himself a smile, remembering Martan of Tellek’s description of the immense crossbows used in making bridges across chasms, rivers and gorges in Threlland.
“We also have four thousand superfluous elven longshafts in barrels in the stores adjacent the gaol. These, like the freenmek and other elven supplies, were abandoned when Elvendere’s contingent left Ferdan.”
Gawain’s pulse jumped momentarily at this news, but he held his tongue on the subject of the arrows. “I’ve noticed some of the cooking fires and braziers are being fuelled by Ellamas oil and pyre-brick?”
“Yes, m’lord,” Tyrane thumbed through his pages, “We have one hundred barrels of oil in storage, which doesn’t include those currently in use. Pyre-brick, pyre-brick, it’s here somewhere,” Tyrane turned the sheet, looking for the numbers.
“I want the Ellamas oil quarantined in stores for now.”
“Yes, my lord,” Tyrane appended a note on his papers, and then triumphantly announced that there were fifty crates of pyre-brick in stores.
“Quarantine those too. In fact, Tyrane, I want the stores sealed for now, nothing to be removed without your permission, and you’re to seek advice from me. I’ll speak to you later about requirements.”
“I’ll notify the quartermaster-general and his staff, m’lord.”
“Is there anything you think I should know now? Any shortfalls likely to adversely affect a march north and battle when we arrive there?”
“I would feel more comfortable if there were more milk and cheese available, m’lord, and fresh vegetables. You’ll recall Turlock the whitesleeves? He made a strong point of having such victuals in good supply at the Jarn Gap. Aside from that, given the nature of the enemy we face, I have found no shortages which should adversely affect the campaign.”
“And if it were an army of men we were facing, and not Morloch’s horde?” Eryk asked, quietly.
“Then I would be concerned, my lord, at the lack of camp beds and clean fresh linen for the wounded. There is very little in the camp outside the walls which can be described as clean and fresh, and our men are sleeping on groundsheets and rough blankets. Many lives were saved in the field hospitals in the aftermath of the Pellarn War thanks to such simple provisions as warm beds and clean sheets upon them.”
Brock nodded, and Gawain noticed the sadness in Callodon’s eyes. It seemed infectious, a mood of melancholy starting to spread around the table at the mention of that disastrous campaign.
“This list of occupations you have there, Tyrane, does it include makers of flags and banners?”
Tyrane looked momentarily nonplussed, and then hurriedly consulted his notes. “We have seamstresses, tailors, even a sailmaker, m’lord, but I cannot see flagmaker in my lists.”
“Speak with those you think suitable, would you? I want flags and banners made as soon as possible to replace all those we saw from the walls today.”
“Indeed?” Willam asked, suddenly curious.
“Indeed,” Gawain announced, and asked Allazar for a sheet of paper and a pencil.
With these, he drew a design on the page. It was simple, and took but a few moments.
“This is what I want. The field to be green, the remainder black, so it will be seen clear for what it is by anyone viewing it from near or far.”
Heads craned forward over the table as Gawain slid the paper towards Tyrane. On it, drawn quite simply, were three concentric circles, at the centre of which was a sword.
“What does it mean, my lord?” Tyrane asked quietly, his imagination failing him once more.
“It is a symbol I have no doubt Morloch will recognise. Three circles, one for each of the kindred races, and the sword at the centre, symbolising that we stand united, together in war at least, if not in peace. I want that flying on a flag from the highest point of Ferdan. I want every banner, flag and pennant in camp and in Ferdan replaced with that. I want a sea of them streaming above the heads of our forces when we march for the far-gor. That is now the symbol of the kindred army, and I want it in Morloch’s face when we commence to decimating his filthy horde.”
Broad smiles appeared at that, and even Brock’s face cracked in a broad grin. But still there was an air of melancholia about the kings, and Gawain noted the way they seemed to avoid meeting his gaze.
“I imagine you have a lot more detail for me, Tyrane?”
“I do, m’lord.”
“Good. I think it can wait for now, though. I’d like you to get work on the banners underway immediately. We can go through the details later.”
“My lord. I’ll also put an immediate quarantine on stores,” Tyrane stood and bowed, taking the hint, and leaving quietly and diplomatically.
When he’d gone, and the doors closed, Gawain eyed the three kings of the south.
“Out with it, whatever it is, we have no time for guessing-games and politics.”
Willam drew in a deep breath. “We are leaving, Raheen.”
There was a brief silence, and no-one met Gawain’s eyes.
“May I know why?”
Brock sighed. “Allazar was right, Longsword. The Council nominated you, unanimously, to lead the allied forces. My outburst this morning, it wasn’t meant to undermine your authority in front of the General Staff, but I can see how it might have appeared that way. You said it yerself, too, people here will naturally look to their leaders. To their Generals, and to their kings.”
“And if you are to command and to lead the army, they must look to you, not to us,” Eryk said softly. “Better if we return to our lands, where the people will indeed look to us, and where we can do most good.”
“The destruction of that creature, this morning, so soon after your arrival,” Willam turned a serious gaze upon the young man at the head of the table, “It sent a signal to the men. You are here, and already you have a struck a blow against Morloch. When your new banner is raised, we kings must not be here, dividing the loyalties of those you must command.”
“And your plan to provoke Morloch’s attack at the far-gor leaves us little time,” Brock lifted his shaggy head, his voice gruff but far from reproachful. “Our people will expect us to be there at home, with them, at the end, whatever that might be. Flag-Major Hern is a good man, he and Tyrane will serve you well, and with our men under your new banner, so too will they.”
Allazar nodded sadly. “They are right, Longsword.”
“How many do you propose to take with you as escort?”
“As few as possible,” Willam announced. “I shall go with the First of Juria…”
“You’re taking Mahlek?” Gawain interrupted, and Willam nodded.
“We will have need of him at Castletown, though hopefully not before.”
Eryk shifted uncomfortably. “Dakar will leave with me, too, Raheen.”
“Though Imzenn of Mornland remains of the Council of Kings,” Willam added hastily. And then added, sadly: “He will be at your disposal. The need for the Council of Kings is ended, Raheen. Now is the time of the kindred army, such as it is, and Raheen, who commands it.”
Gawain nodded, his mind reeling. “When will you leave?”
“Within the hour, quietly and without ceremony. Captain Byrne is to take a mid-range patrol south, and we shall leave with him. At the south-eastern extent of his patrol, we should be met by long-rangers and thence escorted by them clear to Castletown. From there, Brock will continue south to Callodon. In our party will be some of the staff officers you met this morning, they’ll double as escort. You won’t need them once your banner is raised, though of course the most senior officers shall remain.”
“And I shall sneak away from Juria and Callodon like a thief when we’re well clear of Ferdan,” Eryk smiled, “But not so far south as Brock will go with the patrol. If you have any message for my niece, I would be happy to carry them.”
Gawain shook his head. “Only my fondest regards. I’m hoping Rak will return soon, I’m sure he’ll have news of Tarn for me.”
“He may yet be some time, Gawain,” Eryk sighed. “It’s five days since he left, but those wagons were laden and travelled slowly. He probably hasn’t reached home yet.”
“I’ll delay the advance as long as I dare for his return.”
“Are you angry, Longsword?” Brock asked quietly. “Since all that black stuff in you burned out, it’s not so easy to tell.”
Gawain shook his head. “No, Brock, I’m not angry. A little surprised, perhaps. Much has happened in a very short space of time.”
“If it helps, Raheen, there were some who suggested leaving before your arrival, for all the same reasons we have explained.”
“Thank you, Willam. It does help. I’m glad you didn’t, it was good to see you all once more. Will you pass my regards to Major Jerryn? I had thought to see him here.”
“He and my daughter returned to Castletown upon our eviction from Shiyanath. I share your respect for him, Raheen, he is overseeing local defences, a role in which he is, I am told by Hellin, excelling. Do you wish me to order him here on my arrival home?”
“No, no I am sure he is vital to the defence of Juria. He’s served Juria’s crown well, let him do so again. Besides, I have your General Bek and the larger part of your cavalry. Thank you.”
“Then we shall take our leave, Raheen, though not with any joy in our hearts. Duty can be a harsh mistress, and ours lies elsewhere.” Willam nodded earnestly, and stood, and all followed suit.
“Honour to you, Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen, and to your lady. We, who owe you so much, shall not forget all you have done for our lands, and for our people.”
“Honour to you,” Brock and Eryk repeated, and all three bowed.
Speechless, the three of Raheen and Meeya of the thalangard watched as Willam, Brock, and Eryk, walked slowly, and proudly, towards the door. Brock suddenly paused, and turned, and his voice echoed in the near-empty hall.
“Do one thing for me and Callodon, Gawain?”
“If I can, I shall.”
“Give that blackhearted bastard one right where it really hurts the most, from all of us, will you?”
Gawain smiled, and nodded. “If he has any, you’ll see them go sailing over the moon, and beyond.”
Brock smiled back, and nodded, and in a few heartbeats, the kings were gone, and the door closed behind them.
“They are right to leave, Longsword,” Allazar sighed, watching as Gawain stared at the door.
“Yes. Yes, they are, of course. But now we have two sticks less,” Gawain sat, heavily.
“I scarcely think it will matter too much when the battle begins,” Allazar sighed. And then, suddenly, shrugged his shoulders, and sat. “Especially when you recall that the Stick of Raheen is bigger than both of theirs put together.”
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17. Three Crowns
 
“Meeya, would you stand guard outside the door? I should like to speak with my lady and the wizard alone for a while.”
“Isst, miThal.”
When they were alone, Gawain sighed, and slumped back in his chair.
“Are you troubled by the crowns’ departure, Longsword?”
“No, I am troubled by events only slightly less recent. The Grimmand troubles me greatly.”
“I have seen nothing dark since its destruction,” Eldengaze rasped.
“I know,” Gawain rubbed his eyes and filled a beaker with wine, touching it to Elayeen’s left hand until she took it from him. The binding on her fingers was fresh, and clean. “Does your hand still pain you?”
“Loosing the bow was not comfortable. But it is healing.”
“Good.”
“I had begun to think,” Allazar announced quietly, “That the Grimmand’s attack was a good sign. Certainly a dark wizard possessing the power of a demGoth could have rained black fire down upon the gaol and throughout Ferdan. That it did not, seems to suggest you were right, Longsword, and all is not what it seems in the north.”
“There’s that,” Gawain agreed. “And the reason for the enemy wishing to silence a prisoner from the north-western force would likewise suggest that they are not as strong as the numbers which have circulated within the camp. Why else would they wish to silence him? If they truly are superior to our meagre forces, why take the risk and send a Grimmand? Why not simply allow the prisoner to talk, even to exaggerate the powers and numbers at the enemy’s command?”
“I agree,” Allazar whispered, aware that the windows and shutters had been thrown open since morning to admit light and fresh air. “It only makes sense if the Meggen had information they did not wish us to possess, and the only information which could possibly avail us now is knowledge that they are much weaker than is generally supposed. Fearing that the Meggen would reveal the truth, they destroyed him. So why then are you troubled?”
“You told us, at the Downland Pass when Elayeen and you destroyed the first Grimmand we encountered; you said the Grimmand would take the strongest first, the leaders would fall soonest.”
“So I did, that was the pattern of attack in Serre Jaxon’s party. The Grimmand is not some simple automaton. It can be given specific orders to kill specific individuals, as that Meggen in the gaol discovered to his ultimate cost.”
Gawain nodded. “Then why was it running towards you?”
“Eh?”
“In the courtyard. When Elayeen first spotted the shadow of the Grimmand, Toomir, emerging from the brightness of the stables, it was striding towards you and I.”
“Yes, it was, but…?”
“I increased my pace, to stand by Elayeen, and you lagged behind, doubtless to use your staff clear of obstructions like myself, and in defence of the crowns behind you who were unaware of the danger until Elayeen loosed her first arrow.”
“Also true.”
“The story they apparently tell outside in the ranks, about the Grimmand rattling like a porcupine with the number of arrows the Wallguard put into it, are true. Yet it continued on its path, head down, until you spoke softly and wielded the big stick which ploughed that furrow outside and turned the Grimmand to smoke.”
“Again, true.”
“It was running towards you, Allazar. Not towards my lady and I. I barely managed to step in front of Elayeen to protect her eyes from the debris flung up by your white fire. It wasn’t interested in me at all. It ran headlong into your blast because it was charging headlong at you.”
Allazar blinked, and looked astonished. “Dwarfspit.”
“My words exactly. I’m fairly certain that at Downland you said something like, ‘although it’s a creature of aquamire and evil it’s not stupid, and it knows its targets.’ Correct?”
“Correct.”
“Now you know why I’m troubled. Not because a foul assassin thinks anyone else is more important than me, or more of a threat to it than I am, but that of everyone in Ferdan once its primary target had been destroyed, it was a bloody whitebeard it sought to destroy next, and the whitebeard was you.”
“He is the Word,” Elayeen rasped.
“Yes he is,” Gawain said softly, leaning back in his chair and templing his fingers at his chin. “Which is making me wonder about me.”
“You are the Deed,” Eldengaze uttered.
“I know, and you are the Sight sent to watch over us both. But now I wonder. Now I wonder, Allazar. What if the Deed is done?”
“Done? What d’you mean, done?”
“Just that. What if my task, the one task set for me by the eldenbeards, was to unleash the circles, to smite Morloch with that ancient power and liberate the Word and the Sight. What if my Deed is now done?”
“Pfft!” Allazar snorted, and then chuckled. “Done? Your ‘deed’ is to lead a kindred army against Morloch’s forces and to wield the mystic sword of your people, smiting Morloch mightily.”
“Is it? Is that a proclamation from the Word, or just a guess by the Keeper of The Stick?”
“Longsword, I can understand you doubting yourself, who wouldn’t who had to bear the burdens you’ve shouldered these past two years? But while I commend you on your invention of the new word ‘eldenbeards’ I can’t commend you on your thinking. No, it’s far more likely that the Grimmand had its head down to protect its aquamire eyes from the shafts raining down upon it from the walls, and the last sight of you it had, you were standing by me. It simply continued its charge to where it thought you were.”
“Ah, so it’s perfectly fine for the dark enemy to target me, but the moment you find yourself the object of a Grimmand’s attention it’s time for fanciful speculation. I know what I saw, Allazar, and so do you.”
“Then let me ask this question: Here we sit, your lady, yourself, and I, in the very hall where all those gathered here for Kings’ Council witnessed you smite Morloch. Up there, on that very dais, remains the scorched blemish on the floor where you smote him with the sword, and around the walls are remnants of the damage inflicted by traitors and faithful alike. There you sit now, commander of all those kindred forces gathered here, they outside waiting for you to lead them to battle in what might be the last war against Morloch these lands will ever witness.”
“This is a long question, wizard.”
“The question is this: what difference can it possibly make to what you, and I, and your lady, and everyone here must do, whether I was the Grimmand’s intended target or you?”
Gawain pondered the question a moment before answering. “None at all. But it adds another worm to the bait-box. Much is happening, Allazar. And beneath all the urgency and the preparation for war, there are squirming worms each vying for my attention. Hints, signs, vague and cloudy, some new, like the Grimmand, and some old, as far back as the Keep at home. Every time I think I’ve grasped one and can follow it to its end, another squirms in, or I am distracted and lose sight of it in the seething mess.”
“Perhaps if you could articulate them, I might be able to help?”
Gawain raised an eyebrow and stared at Allazar archly. “If I could articulate them I wouldn’t need your help, beardwit, and there’s another new word for your collection.”
“I’m glad to see your humour hasn’t succumbed to the aloof and dread persona you’ve attempted to adopt of late, Longsword.”
“Attempted? Have I let something slip?”
“No,” Allazar insisted, “Though I apologise for my own error this morning. I do think, though, that given all the tales and songs about you without the walls, you might recall that you were not always dark and sombre of mood even in the darkest days of your fight against the Ramoth.”
“Only when I was in company with a whitebeard, you mean.”
There was a sudden knock at the door, and Meeya crept in, closing it behind her.
“MiThal, you wished for Thalin-Elayeen and I to watch the return of the men from washing. They approach.”
“Oh! Yes, please. I don’t want to risk anything dark sneaking in with them.”
Elayeen rose, took the bow handed to her by Meeya, and then took Meeya’s arm.
“Be careful on the walkway, it’s not safe up there. When you’re satisfied all is well, come straight back.”
“Do not stray from the hall until I return,” Eldengaze announced, and left the hall with Meeya.
When they were gone, Gawain excused himself to make use of the facilities, and when he returned, he found Allazar re-heating the remains of the breakfast wine. They sat, each of them thoughtfully sipping the hot drink, before Gawain finally sighed and stared at the wizard.
“Have you noticed anything unusual about Elayeen of late?”
“Her voice and gaze still raise the hackles on my neck, if that’s what you mean, Longsword. Why?”
“She seems somehow more talkative. And she looks at me far more often now than all the time between Jarn and Ostinath. Lately, I’ve turned and found her staring at me, though she usually always looks away quickly when I do.”
“Now that we are surrounded by strangers, and a great many of them, I am not surprised she should pay more attention.”
“Yes, to our surroundings and to the strangers, perhaps, but not to me. She told me my light dazzles her. You’ve heard her say so, often enough.”
“True, but perhaps she always did watch for you, and you’re simply noticing it more now that we’re riding to our doom and no longer parted by duty watches aboard a barge on the canal.”
“No, it’s more than that.”
“Another of your worms in the bait-box?”
“Yes. Yes, Allazar, it is. Like sending a Grimmand to kill the Meggen. Like the Grimmand attacking you. Like the Ahk-Viell’s speech on the Morrentill. The bait-box is large and filling up quickly, and I can’t tell if all those worms are meant to hook Morloch, or me.”
“I wish I could help, but without knowing what is troubling you, my feeble words of comfort are likely to result in my carrying the Stick of Raheen somewhere I’d rather not.”
Gawain eyed the smiling wizard, and the gentle humour he beheld in Allazar’s expression was too much for the young king, and he grinned. “Dwarfspit, Allazar, it’s hard trying to remain hard-hearted! On the Morrentill, surrounded by dark trees and elves, it was so easy. I was to blast out of the forest leading a charge and drive north, once more the single-minded Longsword DarkSlayer drunks prattle about in taverns and inns; stone-hearted, flinty-eyed, scything a crop of Morloch-spawn.”
“Must you maintain the fiction, then? Can you not simply be yourself?”
“And who am I, Allazar, really? I’ve been pulled in so many directions I’m surprised I’m not scattered in pieces from the Teeth to the Sea of Hope. But yes, to answer your question, it’s still essential to ensure Morloch believes us already defeated. In many ways, the mood of the men outside has relieved some of the pressure on me. Before we arrived, they already believed that we face certain defeat and were hoping only to kill as many of Morloch’s forces as possible before the enemy moves south. We simply have to reinforce that belief. It’ll give them a reason for courage and pride, yet continue to convince Morloch of our despair.
“But in other ways, Allazar, it increases the pressure. They now expect me to be that stone-hearted vengeful butcher of Morlochmen.”
The wizard nodded, and pursed his lips. “Still,” he said after a thoughtful pause, “You may be yourself with your lady, and I.”
“I must still be cautious, Allazar, and so must you. In the time we have before Rak’s return I must finalise my plans for the coming battle, and must do so without giving a hint of real hope to anyone. Not until we form our lines at the far-gor must it become known there is a slight chance of success. And in truth, it is slight indeed.”
“It could be another week or two before Rak returns, there is still time.”
Gawain eyed the wizard, and gave the slightest shake of his head, and raised his right hand, briefly, fingers and thumb splayed. Allazar’s eyebrows shot up, and Gawain mouthed a single word: Days.
“I have a question, wizard,” Gawain announced, his voice suddenly louder. “What in sight of the sun is a ‘coulter’? Tyrane said we had some in stores.”
Astonished by the sudden change in the subject of their conversation, Allazar could only blink.
“You don’t know? And you call yourself a wizard.”
“Yes, yes Longsword, I do. I’m just a little…” and then Allazar saw Gawain’s eyes flick towards the open windows beside the main doors, where the sound of boots could now be heard on the decking outside, approaching.
“Ah…”
But before Allazar could answer, there was a knock, and the door opened to reveal Tyrane, and beyond him, a small group of perhaps four or five men. Tyrane entered, and closed the door behind him.
“My lord, apologies for disturbing you. I can return later if you wish?”
“No, Tyrane, what is it?”
“Your lady and Meeya thalangard are approaching, and have given sign that nothing dark was apparent in the group fresh-returned from the Grimehalt. I’ve quarantined stores, and have asked the stable-masters to provide a report concerning the fitness of all the horses at our disposal.”
There was another brief knock, and the door opened to admit Elayeen and Meeya.
Gawain and Allazar promptly stood, and waited until Elayeen was seated again before they too took their seats.
“I have also located a number of townsfolk who are more than happy to commence work on the new flags and banners,” Tyrane continued, “And in addition, I’ve given them the names of those in camp outside who might be able to assist. I’ve assumed we’ll want a large number of pennants and banners, one small one at least for each lance and halberd, and we have many of those.”
“Good, the sooner we have our new symbol on display the better, now that the crowns are leaving.”
“Leaving, m’lord?”
“Yes, Tyrane. All three, quietly and without ceremony, and shortly too, with Captain Byrne’s patrol.”
“I see. I noticed Captain Byrne’s men making ready, and a larger number of horses than usual mustering at the north side of the yard.”
Gawain was struck by a sudden thought, one he knew he should have called to mind earlier. “Tyrane, if you have family or friends in Callodon you wish to send word to, I’m sure one of Brock’s escort would be glad to carry it for you? There is still time.”
“Thank you, m’lord, but no, there is no-one.”
Gawain nodded.
“M’lord, there are five men outside who wish to speak with you. They are with the Arrun contingent of volunteers.”
“Men of Arrun? Have they said why they wish to speak with me?”
“Yes, m’lord,” Tyrane smiled, “And I have no doubt you will wish to speak with them, when you’ve heard what they have to say.”
Gawain frowned, and then nodded. “Very well, bring them in.”
Tyrane smiled again, and the smile seemed to light his eyes with a strange glow. He crossed to the door, opened it, and beckoned the men forward.
Five there were indeed, tall, well built, grubby but as well-presented as could be hoped for men camped outside the walls of Ferdan. Gawain marked them closely as they strode into the hall, heads high, eyes widening in the relative gloom indoors. There was something about their hair, long but neatly styled and cut, beards close trimmed in spite of camp conditions. They were in their late thirties, perhaps early forties, it was difficult to say. One of them was carrying a package, or bundle, of coarse brown sack-cloth tied with string, partially hidden by the cloak he wore.
“My lord,” the man with the bundle spoke, his voice strong, but catching slightly, as though being threatened by great emotion. “You won’t remember us…”
Gawain gazed at the unabashed emotion with which the men first regarded him and then Elayeen, and his heart began to pound within his chest. He stood, slowly, staring at each of the men in turn, desperately looking for something which would recall them to mind, their tanned features and sun-bleached hair signs of men apparently used to the warmth of Arrun’s long seasons of sunshine. And then he saw, wrapped neatly around each man’s right wrist, a waxed cord, almost identical to his own.
“I am Arras, of Narrat, once of the Southride, sire,” and Gawain’s heart started hammering, and a balloon seemed to be growing in his throat... “These men are Wex, of Northpoint, Tam, of Westfalls, Haldin, of Eastriding, and Reef, of Bernside.”
Each man, in turn on hearing his name, placed his right hand to his left shoulder, and bowed, uttering the single choked word, ‘Sire,’ as they did so.
“How…” Gawain cleared his throat, desperate to swallow the lump growing there “How came you here?”
“Sire,” Arras sniffed, and hastily wiped his eye before clearing his throat and continuing. “We were sent as escort to Serre Mawgan of the Chancery, himself ordered to Arrun by King Davyd, to renew charters of commerce.”
“When was this?” Gawain managed.
“In the early spring, sire, after your banishment…” And Arras broke off, and took another breath. Gawain could feel his own eyes watering, as the men of Raheen clenched their teeth and sniffed, desperately trying to maintain their composure.
“Six of us Riders there were, and still are, sire. Maeve of Castletown remains in Arrun, she is married now, to a good man there, and heavy with child. Serre Mawgan too, survives, and his clerk, Adan, but Serre Mawgan is old and his eyes weak now, and his health is failing. Adan too remained in Arrun, to tend to his master. We… we lost all, sire, our families…”
“I, too…” Gawain nodded, and could not look them in the eye, his vision swimming now. “D’you still have your horse-friends?”
“Aye, sire,” Arras wiped his eyes again, and Gawain cleared his throat, again. “Though, some of us were chosen a good many years ago…”
Gawain nodded. “They won’t have too far to ride, now.”
“Aye, sire, so we heard. We thought… we thought we were the last of us, sire…”
“I did, too.”
“Aaaah,” Arras sighed, and took a kerchief from a pocket and wiped his nose. “When we heard of your deeds here at Ferdan, when news reached us of the Council and the call came for volunteers… We have nothing but our horse-friends, sire, all of us lost too much and are too old to start over. Maeve, she’s young, sire…”
“I know. I do remember her,” Gawain nodded, and looked up at them, his eyes streaming now. “Two years or more older than I. I think my brother spoke of her…” But then the bubble in Gawain’s throat ruptured and he choked, and coughed to clear it.
“She sent these, sire,” Arras sniffed, and stepped forward, placing the bundle on the table and pushing it to within reach of his King. “Had them made, special. Asked to be remembered to you, sire, and said that but for the child soon to come…”
Gawain nodded, and waved away the remainder of Maeve’s apologies. There was no need, no woman of Raheen was permitted to take to the saddle after their third month, unless mother-to-be or unborn child were in dire need.
Then he reached down, and first blinking away the tears, then wiping them away with the back of his hand, Gawain untied the string, and peeled back the sackcloth covering the contents of the bundle. There within, of finest Arrunwove silk, were four neatly-folded doublets of red and gold. Two large, and atop them, two tailored for a much more slender and distinctly feminine figure. Gawain sniffed, fresh tears welling. At the left breast of the doublets, woven into the very fabric of the garments, the symbol of Raheen royalty, the sword with crown pommel in gold, flanked by horse-heads in silver.
“We still have our colours, sire, but haven’t worn them since…”
Gawain nodded, and sniffed, and wiped his eyes again. “Best not to. To do so will make prized targets of you all. Keep them near, though. When we form our lines…” and Gawain choked again, “… When we form our lines at the far-gor, then the world will see the Red and Gold once more!”
He ran his fingers tenderly over the uppermost doublet, made for Elayeen, feeling the softness of the silk, almost like warm ice to the touch. A royal gift indeed, Arrunwove silk was renowned for its coolness in summer and warmth in winter.
“May need some more tailoring,” Arras sighed, “Maeve said something about the seams and a good tailor making them fit, sire. I know nothing of these things.”
Gawain nodded. “This is our lady,” he announced, making a small gesture with his hand, and their eyes again flicked towards the blind elfin, still seated at the table. “This is our queen, Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan Raheen.”
Again, the men of Raheen saluted, and bowed, though Elayeen gave no sign of seeing them do so and remained quite still, her gaze lowered.
“We have heard the tale of Salaman Goth from Captain Tyrane, sire,” and then Arras and the men stiffened their backs and Arras turned slightly towards Elayeen and announced, his voice strong but still charged with emotion, “Honour to the Crown!”
Gawain drew himself up. “Is there one among you who can write?”
Arras nodded. “I can, sire. My grandmother was a Magistra, and taught all in our family.”
“Tyrane, find paper, pen and ink for Rider Arras,”
“M’lord,”
Something in the stifled acknowledgement drew Gawain’s attention, and he turned, and saw Tyrane’s tear-streaked face, and Allazar weeping openly and clutching his staff for support. Fresh tears welled in his own eyes at that, and he wiped them away on his sleeve, and sniffed. And then he remembered his fierce pride at Elayeen’s deeds, and remembered the destruction of his homeland, and the memories flooding back stemmed those tears and gave strength to his voice.
“Arras, write the story of the last battle of the hall of Raheen. Write how my lady charged through the ghosts of the north gates at full gallop and shot that foul Goth clean through. Write how the ghosts of Edwyn my forebear and Gillyan Treen cheered from the battlements, and how the Great Hall rang with the triumphant roar uttered by the ghosts of the kings gathered there in honour of Raheen’s Queen, who spared our shattered land once more the indignity of invasion. And when it is written, send it to Maeve, in the hope that she may yet teach her unborn child what it is to be Raheen.”
“I shall, sire.”
“Thank her, also, for these gifts. We shall wear them with pride when the time comes. This,” Gawain indicated the still-weeping wizard to his left, “If you did not know, is the First of Raheen, Allazar, who slew the Grimmand in the courtyard this morning, and who vexes Morloch in the name of our land.”
The men nodded politely towards Allazar, who astonished them with a bow in return.
“There are two others here in Ferdan, Serre Jaxon and lady Kahla, once of Goria, who escaped the empire in the west and endured much seeking the sanctuary of Raheen. Captain Tyrane will introduce you to them, they are entitled to our protection, though I think they will not march to the front with us.”
“Sire.”
“There is one more of Raheen, a dwarf, who perhaps we shall meet later if all goes well. When we leave for the north, you will ride in the van with the crowns. Until then, I have a duty for you all outside the walls.”
“Sire!” came the chorus, and the men stood tall and proud.
“We have some four thousand elven longshafts in stores, and more silkstring and twist-cord than we’re ever likely to need in this lifetime. We also have a hundred and eight dwarven infantrymen who probably possess the strongest shoulders and arms in our army. I want them all equipped and able to hurl volleys of arrows before we leave Ferdan. Power and distance will do, don’t worry about accuracy, there’s no time for that. March them up to the Grimehalt at dawn each day, practice there, no need to put on a display for everyone else. Bring them back at dusk. ”
“Sire!”
Gawain nodded, and caressed the silk of the doublets again. “Keep good watch. We are few, and the enemy knows how dangerous we are.” Then he looked up, regarded them all again, and turned to Tyrane once more. “Open the stores, three hundred arrows for practice should be enough for now, and as much silkstring or cord as Arras and the men require.”
“M’lord.”
“Riders,” Gawain announced, quietly, and regally, and the men stiffened, smiling now through their tears. “There is one last ride ahead of us. I never dared to hope I would make that ride with the Red and Gold at my back, and at my side. To your duties, Riders of Raheen.”
They snapped a salute, turned as one, and began to stride towards the door when Gawain had a sudden intuition. “Rider Arras?”
The men halted, and Arras turned. “Sire?”
“Your grandmother, the Magistra? What was her name?”
“Wenda, sire, Magistra Wenda,” Arras smiled, and more tears welled afresh in his eyes.
“I knew her,” Gawain choked, “She taught my brother and I.”
“Yes, sire,” Arras smiled, proudly, and when Gawain smiled back, and nodded, the riders of Raheen proudly marched out of the hall.
Tyrane gave a salute, and turned, and left to go about his duties.
“The three crowns of the south are making ready to leave,” Allazar sniffed, and wiped his face with a kerchief. “Shall we see them off?”
“We’ll stand on the deck as they did when we arrived. Elayeen can assure us that nothing dark leaves with them.”
Standing in the sunshine, watching the crowns, wizards, officers, escort and Byrne’s patrol, a new warmth seemed to fill Gawain. Elayeen stood to his right, silent, swinging her gaze about the courtyard, Allazar to his left, leaning on his staff, and Meeya stood in the open doorway, flanked by the two Jurian day-watch on duty there.
When the departing group had mounted, the three crowns cast a long, final look towards the three of Raheen standing watching them go. There were no waves or calls of farewell, no smiles, no ceremonies, just a final lingering look while the drab gates of Ferdan creaked open. Then, with a clatter of hooves upon the hard-baked dirt of the parade ground, the three crowns of the south rode out from the shabby barracks town, through the palisade and on to the plains, leaving Ferdan for the last time.
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18. Grimehalt
 
About an hour after the departure of the three crowns, Gawain summoned Tyrane to the hall, where he sat with Allazar, Elayeen, and Arramin.
“M’lord?”
“I’d like a copy of the full list of assets at our disposal as soon as possible. Everything, every wagon, wheel, stave and spokeshave. Not just the obvious military material, everything that can be moved north to the far-gor.”
“Yes, m’lord.”
“And invite Bek, Karn, and Hern to dinner here tonight. Imzenn of Mornland, too. I’d like you and Arramin to attend as well, with Meeya and Valin of the one-twelve. Nothing elaborate, but a proper meal rather than frak and freenmek, if that’s still possible?”
“Plenty of beef, m’lord, and poultry too. I’ll see what can be done.”
“Good. Have you found some good men to delegate to? I’m going to want you closer to command sooner rather than later, rather than have to send runners looking for you.”
“Captain Byrne was kind enough to mention a few names among the Jurian contingent, m’lord. I don’t want to deprive our forces of seasoned Callodonian officers, they’re better employed with drills and training.”
“Agreed. I’ll leave it to you, Tyrane, as long as you’re not running yourself ragged and can remain closer to hand when the lists are complete.”
“M’lord.”
“The three of Raheen are taking a ride out to the Grimehalt while there’s still plenty of daylight, I want to give our horses a run and some good grass. Notify the watch-commander would you?”
“Yes, m’lord. Will you review the camp on the way out?”
Gawain pondered the question a moment before replying. “No, well swing north out of the gates, and pass the camp on the way back in.”
“Very well, m’lord.”
Tyrane left, making a note on his board, and when the door was closed behind him, Gawain turned to Arramin.
“I’d like you to speak with Imzenn of Mornland, and all of these wizards of lesser rank outside the walls. It’s an onerous task, I know, but I’d like to know who we have in our ranks.”
“Of course, my lords. You wish to add mystic resources to your list of assets?”
“Yes, and to gauge how reliable they might be. I know my lady has seen nothing dark, but not all enemies are covered in runes and have aquamire crawling through their skin.”
“Alas, my lords, I am not altogether well-versed in the arts of espionage, I am not entirely certain I would be able to glean the kind of information you seek. I learned long ago to judge a book by the quality of its content, and not by its binding.”
Gawain smiled. “I’m not expecting you to ferret out spies, Arramin, just to acquaint yourself with our ‘mystic assets’ as you’ve called them. Any opinion you might form from talking with them will be useful, as will an understanding of the degree of expertise they may possess.”
“I believe I understand, my lords.”
Gawain lowered his voice, and leaned forward a little. “Take Rollaf and Terryn with you, and make certain that you’re always within sight of at least one of them, unless here with us in this hall. I expect I will need you to leave Ferdan ahead of our forces, in a week, perhaps less.”
“Oh dear, that rather sounds ominous.”
“Ominous enough for it not be mentioned to anyone else. The number of friendly sticks on our side is dwindling, Arramin, I mean to ensure those we have remain hale and hearty, at least until battle decides all our fates.”
Arramin nodded and looked a little sad. “I believe I understand.”
“Thank you. I’ll leave you to it and look forward to your report in due course. In the meantime, Elayeen and Allazar will accompany me to this ‘River Grimehalt’ for some fresh air.”
Chairs scraped, Gawain offered his arm to Elayeen, and the four left the hall vacant behind them.
Meeya fell in beside Elayeen at the door, and Gawain glanced down as his lady took her hand from his arm. It felt to him as though she were reluctant to be passed to the care of her friend, although he conceded it might just have been his imagination. Her gaze was sweeping the muster-yard though, the temporary stables at the western wall.
“Is there something you wish to discuss with us in private, Longsword?” Allazar muttered quietly as they walked towards the horses.
“Not really. I’ve a yen to take Gwyn for a run out, do some thinking, and settle myself after meeting men of Raheen for the first time in more than two years. And the likelihood of you or my lady allowing me to do that alone seemed rather remote.”
“Do not stray from my sight,” Elayeen rasped, “There are too many lights here for me to be certain of your safety unless I am with you.”
Gawain shot a glance towards Allazar, and saw the wizard’s eyebrows raised in surprise. Although the voice belonged to Eldengaze, it was perhaps one of the least terse sentences both of them had heard her utter since Jarn.
“I shan’t. That’s why you’re both coming with me.”
At the makeshift stables, Gwyn pranced happily and stepped out from under the canvass roof to display the sheen on her well-brushed coat. Nearby, a small group of young boys and girls, grubby but smiling, sneaked glances towards Gawain as he inspected their handiwork. After a look at Gwyn’s hooves, he favoured them with a broad smile and a wink, receiving beaming grins from the apprentices in return.
When the horses were saddled and led to the edge of the muster-yard, the three of Raheen mounted, and Gawain cast a watchful eye around them while Elayeen took her bow from Meeya and waited for the thalangard to mount up. Every second elf on palisade was watching them closely, the others facing outward. Gawain suddenly shivered, in spite of the warmth of his cloak, and he adjusted the sword slung over his back before leading the small group towards and through the gates of Ferdan.
The ground outside the gates was rough, rutted and well-trodden, and when autumn rains began lashing them in earnest would quickly turn to a filthy morass if the amount of traffic Ferdan had seen in recent months continued. Gawain knew it wouldn’t though, and once on the less hazardous ground north of the main gates, eased Gwyn into a gentle trot.
A glance over his shoulder to check on Elayeen’s progress and once again he found her staring straight at him. Another shiver ran up his spine before she looked down, and Gawain quickly faced forward, glancing up at the palisade and seeing more elves gazing down at him. And it was him they were looking at, dispassionately but intently, he could see their eyes following him clear to the northwest corner of the wall.
There, rounding the palisade and seeing the vast sweep of plains stretching away clear to the horizon with nothing but the gentle contours of the land to cast shadows, Gawain gave Gwyn her head, and she ran with joy, slightly north of east, the long northern wall of Ferdan receding rapidly. With nothing around them, no visible threats, and with Elayeen silent no unseen ones either, Gawain simply gave himself to the joy of the gallop, feeling Gwyn’s exhilaration and sharing it. He was Raheen, she was Raheen, and behind them, at Ferdan, there were five men of Raheen with their horse-friends!
Finally, with no-one but birds to bear witness, Gawain allowed the immense bubble of joy within him to burst, and he wept a flood of tears, the tears mingling with those already streaming from the wind-rush of Gwyn’s race across the plains. Gwyn slowed, inevitably, easing her pace to a trot, and revelling in the limitless expanse of grass on the rolling plains around them.
When at last the winding ribbon of silver nicknamed the Grimehalt hove into view, Gawain’s eyes were drying, and Gwyn slowed to a walk. Here, north of the large pale brown area used by the kindred army for bathing and faintly visible off to Gawain’s right, the grass was still green. At the stream itself, Gawain brought Gwyn to a halt, and dismounted, the others following suit behind him.
“Let them drink and eat well, they’ve earned it all these past weeks,” Gawain sighed, drained, and calm once more.
Recent rains had swollen the stream, and it pooled in places deep enough for a man to sit and wash. Calling it a river, though, was typical camp humour. Gawain could cross it on foot and not risk his shins getting wet, at least not where he was standing now. He took a deep breath, wiped his face with his hand, and then turned and strode away towards the north, some twenty yards from the horses and his companions.
Far in the distance, a long line of white cloud marked the Dragon’s Teeth range, though the mountains themselves weren’t visible beneath them. It would take a week’s march for them to reach their destination at the farak gorin, perhaps longer, depending on the ground and the weather.
“Would you like some company, Longsword, or do you prefer to be alone?”
Gawain shrugged. “Depends on the company. I have good men of Raheen to command now, men who don’t kill the horses they ride, and who aren’t completely obsessed with rabbits.”
“I will concede I have something of a liking for spit-roasted rabbit, but...”
“I still haven’t forgotten the two poor animals which died beneath you in your haste to reach Tarn after I destroyed Morloch’s lens beneath the Teeth.”
“Ah.”
Gawain, still facing north, folded his arms across his chest beneath his cloak, and relented, giving a slight nod to beckon Allazar forward.
“Are you well, Longsword?”
“Yes, I am well. Meeting Arras and the others was something of shock. I had thought myself alone in the world, the last of Raheen. I thought… I hoped that somewhere there might be others. We often trained at the South-halt with men of Callodon, and our foresters trained in the lowlands from time to time. They always returned home for winter though, and Morloch destroyed my homeland in the spring, before any could be deployed for training again.”
Gawain and Allazar began to walk a little further north, Elayeen a few paces behind them, Meeya discreetly remaining with the horses on the bank of the Grimehalt. Here, the land was flat, and covered with grass, and there were no obstacles or pitfalls to endanger Gawain’s queen.
“I thought my heart would break, Longsword, seeing the men of Raheen thus, and the gifts they brought you and your lady. Will you not invite them to dine with us tonight?”
“No. It’s not the way of Raheen. On the ride, yes, but in hall or home, no. They would be offended if such an invitation were given. Did Brock dine with his guardsmen when you served in Callodon Castle?”
“No.”
“There you are then.”
“Yet Brock is not the last of his people.”
“I know. But you don’t understand Raheen, Allazar. How could you? If I were to invite them to dinner in hall or home, they would believe their young king knew nothing of the traditions of our land, and for them, that would be worse than having no king at all.”
“You don’t remember any of the men?”
“No. You’ve only seen a part of Raheen, Allazar. The plateau is large, and was home to many thousands. I remember my brother Kevyn speaking of Maeve though. I think she caught his eye. And Arras is the grandson of Magistra Wenda, I’ve spoken of her to you, I’m sure. She must have been so much older than I had thought, Arras is twice my age if he’s a day…” Gawain sighed at the memories pressing to the fore once again, as if he could banish the ghosts with a simple exhalation of breath.
“It cannot be easy for you, Longsword,” Allazar spoke gently, watching Gawain closely, “Yet, the eyes of all at Ferdan are upon you, and have been since our arrival. I fear you no longer have the luxury of fleeing to the wild to give vent to your feelings, no matter how great the shock.”
“Is that what you think I’m doing? I came out here for a little quiet thought, and to give the horses the much-needed exercise and good grass they have long deserved. Or have you forgotten that Dwarfspit canal already?”
“No, I haven’t forgotten it.”
“Well then.”
Allazar smiled, and nodded.
“Just because an insect flew into my eye on the gallop doesn’t mean I’m giving vent to any feelings.”
“Of course not. And clearly it was two insects, one in each eyeball. Most unfortunate.”
“Bloody whitebeard. Stop staring at me.”
Allazar reached out, and patted the young man on the shoulder. “The plains of Juria are notorious for a unique breed of insects known as orb-flies. Drawn to eyeballs like needles to a lodestone they are. It’s the watery death therein which attracts them. But only after mating on the wing, of course.”
“I wonder if those rabbits over there are fond of spit-roasted wizard? We have the stick and the wizard.”
“Alas, no kindling for the fire,” Allazar smiled, and then became a little more melancholic, “From here to the Teeth, nothing but grasses.”
“Except for near the foothills of Tarn, and the borders with Mornland. But we aren’t going there. To within sight of the Point at Tarn, but no closer.”
“You expect lord Rak to return with five days? Or so you indicated earlier.”
“Yes,” Gawain drew his cloak tighter against the chill, and turned to look at Elayeen. Her eyes were downcast, bow held lightly and resting on her boot. He stepped forward to adjust her cloak, and her eyes flicked up momentarily before looking away.
“Don’t touch me,” Eldengaze grated, “Or block my vision of your surrounds.”
Gawain ignored her, and when he’d finished with her cloak, he paused, and stared at the pinpoints of her pupils, another worm of suspicion beginning to writhe within him.
“So soon?” Allazar prompted, and Gawain stepped back from Elayeen.
“Yes, he was to deliver something to Martan of Tellek, and Martan of Tellek isn’t in Tellek. Or at least, I sincerely hope he isn’t.”
“Longsword?”
“Never mind. I know Rak’s destination and I know what duty took him from Ferdan. If there really is such a thing as good fortune, he’ll have started back by now. When he returns, and if it’s with good news, there’ll be nothing further to delay our march to the far-gor. Unless Morloch intervenes, and let’s hope he doesn’t.”
“And if he does?”
Gawain sighed again, this time in frustration. “Dwarfspit, Allazar, this is what I mean by distractions. I’d hoped to recapture the simple clarity of thought and purpose of the days of my war with the Ramoth, and now all is distraction.”
“The bait-box of worms again?”
“Yes. Exactly. Every time I think I have an answer, something happens to divert my attention and I lose the thread. Just as we were discussing the Grimmand and other matters, up pops another distraction, this time men of Raheen. Whatever it was I was on the brink of understanding? Gone in an instant. Hence some quiet time here. I hope.”
Allazar nodded. “I fear, my friend, there will be many distractions in Ferdan in the days we have left.”
“I intend to draw up a simple plan for deployment at the far-gor and leave the rest to the generals, the logistics and transportation, the actual advance. It’ll be once we arrive that I will truly lead.”
“And until then, we are already defeated.”
“Yes.”
“And the worms?”
“The worms are a curse, Allazar. In the days after I destroyed the lens under the mountains, I could see everything so clearly…”
“You were infected by strange aquamire, Longsword.”
“I know. And I’ve never known such clarity of thought. Not only did I see beyond the Teeth in that dark lens, and all the visions swimming in it, it was as though I could see clearly into Morloch’s mind. All his plans, his intentions, his purpose. Now it’s all gone and I’m floundering around with a box full of worms, all of which mean something, or nothing. And I can’t see beginning or end of any of them. If I had more of that strange aquamire…”
Allazar’s face suddenly flushed. “Do not even think such evil, Longsword! Never! Such thoughts are the germ from which evil grows to take possession of men and wizards. Morloch waits for such idle curiosity to open doors for him!”
“I was merely thinking out loud, Allazar, no need to throttle your stick.”
The wizard glanced down at his own hands, white-knuckled and wringing the Dymendin staff as if it were indeed the neck of a dinner-time chicken, and then he relaxed. “I am sorry, but we are close to the Teeth and to Morloch, and aquamire is the greatest of all evils.”
“I know,” Gawain sighed, and cast an apologetic glance at the wizard. “But everything hangs by a thread, Allazar. And there are so many threads, and so many things dangling from their ends. If I had a week to sit in a quiet room with pencil and paper I could work it all out and hold it, clear for all to see the workings. Like my brother Kevyn, in Magistra Wenda’s lessons.”
“If you have six apples, and a brigand takes two?”
Gawain chuckled, and nodded sadly. “Yes. And like the boy I was then, I’m stuck trying to decipher Morloch’s plans from clues and vague hints, working it out on my fingers and trying to hold it all in my head. Then, just when I have a glimpse of it, like a glimmering at the corner of my eye, something happens, and it’s gone in an instant.”
“You believe Morloch’s forces in the north are not as strong as all are given to understand.”
“Yes. Everything hints at it. From the Ahk-Viell’s speech on the Morrentill, to the Grimmand’s attack at Ferdan.”
Allazar frowned. “You mentioned the Ahk-Viell before, Longsword. We discussed the significance of the Grimmand’s attack…”
“And then we were interrupted, as I recall, before we could follow the discussion to its end. Don’t you remember what that ’spitwad said? Elvendere’s excuse for abandoning the rest of the kindred races?”
The crease in Allazar’s brow deepened. “The attack on their western border…”
“No. Though a sharp poke in the side was bound to attract Elvendere’s attention. He said the enemy in the north is trivial in numbers compared to the foul hordes gathering in the west, and so it was up to men and dwarves to defend their own lands. Or words to that effect.”
“So he did,” Allazar muttered, and began to understand what Gawain meant when he spoke of worms of suspicion and doubt.
“Four thousand isn’t a trivial number.”
“No, it isn’t.”
“Certainly not when it’s against less than a thousand, and most of those volunteers. Why would the Thallanhall withdraw all their forces if they believed four thousand Morlochmen were about to march south? Answer: they wouldn’t. But they would if they believed there were only six hundred, cold and hungry, embedded like ticks in the cracks at each end of the farak gorin. And especially with no horde about to breach the Teeth and swarm on the scree.”
“But news of the increased numbers might not have reached the Thallanhall, Longsword. It may have circulated in the camp at Ferdan while the Council were being evicted from Shiyanath. Since that time, no news from outside Elvendere would have reached Thal-Hak.”
Gawain’s eyes sparkled, and he held up a finger. “And yet, the Viell declared the breach at the Teeth sealed and described our actions as ‘provocative’. They used that as an excuse to evict the Council too. How could they possibly know that, if news of the outside world were denied to them? Indeed, how could they know the breach was sealed at all?”
Allazar struggled for an answer, and it was obvious. “Well, by some mystic means… the power we unleashed at Raheen was immense. By reference to their great library they may have deduced…”
“You don’t know, do you?”
“No.”
“Would you like another worm for your new bait-box?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No. Here’s your worm. Why, after all these centuries of planning, is Morloch resorting to common or garden variety deceit? Why tell the Thallanhall one thing, the numbers are trivial, and tell Ferdan another, there are thousands mustering to advance?”
“To keep elves elvish and to terrify the kindred forces into fleeing before battle has even commenced.”
“You’ve not done much handling of worms lately, have you?”
“Why? What am I missing?” Allazar grumbled.
Gawain drew a lump of frak from his pocket, pared a slice and offered it first to Allazar, and then with a word to Elayeen. When they declined, he popped it into his mouth and chewed. “Fffnk abaft iff.”
“If by that demonstration of kingly manners you mean I should think about it, I shall. It makes perfect sense to me. If Morloch’s intention was to keep elves elvish, then revealing to them an immense army gathering in the north would only encourage them to lend support to the kindred. Thus, his agents advise that the numbers in the north are trivial. Huzzah, elves withdraw their forces.
“Then, to the forces gathering at Ferdan, he communicates a vastly inflated number for his own armies, demoralising the allies and encouraging them to abandon hope and flee for their homes, giving his forces free range. Simple.”
Gawain nodded, and swallowed. “Yes, brilliant. As long as no-one receives both messages, and as long as one lot never again communicates with the other.”
“Hmmm…”
“And if you had a Graken-rider at your disposal, wouldn’t it be far simpler to have him rain black fire down upon the throng gathered at Ferdan, rather than having him carry a Grimmand and trust to its success? You yourself started to say as much in Ferdan this very morning.”
“Hmmm…”
“If you wanted your enemy terrified, a Graken-riding demGoth would be a good way to do it, especially since no-one at Ferdan has ever encountered one. It would also be a good way of reducing your enemy’s numbers at the same time. It seems to have worked well enough in Goria, and, but for you and the stick, it would have been successful on the road to Jarn, too.”
Allazar sighed, and still frowning, stared at Gawain.
“There’s plenty more worms, Allazar. Have some more. Do you remember what Salaman Goth said, before my lady robbed us of breath and shot the bastard clean through?”
“I believe it was something like, die, you puny dog of the D’ith! Or words to that effect.”
Gawain chuckled again. “Actually, come to think of it, I believe it was worm of the D’ith but I shan’t split heads over it.”
“Hairs. I believe the expression is to split hairs.”
“Not when I’m talking to a wizard, it isn’t.”
“Ah.”
“Before my lady’s magnificent charge, Salaman Goth complained about being commanded by Morloch to do the work of an apprentice.”
“Hmm,” Allazar agreed, staring off into the distance at that dread memory, “So he did.”
“And in the woodlands along the Jarn road, while hunting that Kraal, I listened to the Gorian guards talking. One of them, Brayan I believe his name was, revealed that in the west, only demGoths are deemed worthy enough to wear an Eye of Morloch, and that there were many who believed those eyes old and increasingly blind.”
“And what does this signify, me being a beardwit and new to the handling of bait-boxes and all.”
Gawain shrugged. “It signifies that I made a mistake. A very big mistake. I should have finished the interrogation with that Meggen rather than giving him time to think about the dread of being pinned by Eldengaze. The one thing which might really have kept alive our embers of hope would be the name of the ‘black king’ he spoke of. It would at least have given us insight into the range and power of the forces we’ll face at far-gor.”
“Isn’t that something of a leap, Longsword, from conflicting numbers of the forces in the north, to a guardsman of Goria far to the south?”
“No, and now you have a glimpse of the size of my box of wriggling portents. Morloch has been trapped and bound beyond the Teeth since before the days of myth. All that time, here and in the west, his servants have worked quietly and patiently to fulfil his ambition of returning to consume these lands.”
“True.”
“Or have they? I told you on the way to Ferdan I believe the western empire’s invasion of Pellarn was premature, and that Brock’s re-arming of Callodon because of Pellarn forced Morloch’s arm into using the Ramoth here and the darkness in the west. Morloch’s fermenting lake of aquamire, which was to have been used during his invasion of the south, was destroyed. Without it, and after the circles unleashed the wave against him, he is bound once again, and had to use that Jardember device to address us on the Jarn road.”
“Also true…”
“What if the dark wizards in the west are acting not for Morloch, but for themselves? What if the forces waiting in the north really are trivial, and have spent their resources on Razorwing, Condavians, and that single Grimmand sent against us. What if all they have is a single Graken-rider, like that Jerraman demGoth you destroyed so easily? They wouldn’t wish to risk their only ‘dark king’ on a mission to Ferdan. The Meggen could have given us that answer.”
“From the little I saw of that unfortunate creature, Longsword, I would not have trusted a word he uttered, pinned by the Sight of the Eldenelves or not. If there are four thousand like him waiting to do battle with us, the enemy won’t need dark-made creatures of the Pangoricon to aid them.”
“And there are more wrigglers for your box, wizard. We three saw Morloch’s army of the east, camped in the Barak-nor. We witnessed the horror of their foul diet. Do you really think the Meggen, wild men of the west, would ally themselves with such a foul host? They’re more likely to end up on the Morloch-spawn’s menu than march proudly by their side across the far-gor.”
“Yet the Meggen prisoner…?”
“Was taken by the beacon-watch, in the northwest gap between Elvendere and the farak gorin. For all we know, they could have been a scouting party from the western horde attacking Elvendere, and simply looking for other, convenient elven targets. We don’t know the Meggen prisoner crossed the far-gor from the army in the northwest.”
“But during the interrogation he spoke of an army of thousands?”
Gawain shrugged. “And he could’ve been talking of the horde which the Ahk-Viell spoke of on the Morrentill. I myself believe he was lying. I saw his eyes after Eldengaze pinned him.”
“Then, this too would reinforce the belief that Morloch’s army is ‘trivial in numbers’, as the Ahk-Viell claimed. Surely this is good news?”
“Unless there’s an army of four thousand Meggen waiting to flood through the northwest gap to take our left flank while we’re all standing at the far-gor facing north.”
“Ah.”
“And your mentioning of the Pangoricon brings me to another writhing worm, and this time a big, fat, juicy one.”
“I do not like these worms, Longsword, the very word itself is coming to possess an irritating quality all of its own. Can you not refer to these portents as, perhaps, threads, or maggots, or even rabbits?”
Gawain stared at Allazar for a moment. “A box of rabbits? Do you know how easy it is to pull a rabbit from a box? You’re a wizard, for ’spit’s sake.”
Allazar shrugged and mumbled an apology.
“D’you remember Arramin said he believed that the Pangoricon was compiled by the Eldenelves, and that the original remains in Elvendere?”
“Yes, I do. He also said that the Pangoricon in the Hallencloister is most like a copy.”
“He did. And Elvendere is closed against us. So is the Hallencloister.”
“True.”
“Which means, Allazar, you are the only source of information we have concerning any dark wizard-made creatures likely to be sent against us by the enemy.”
“Ah…”
“He is the Word,” Elayeen announced.
“Do you still think the Grimmand wasn’t attempting to destroy you?”
“Ah. Dwarfspit.”
“Dwarfspit indeed, beardwit. Welcome to the land of squirming things.”
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19. Colours
 
“If you can find another scribendana to add to the collection in your bag, Allazar, you might want to start copying down some of that elder knowledge the circles inflicted upon you. Just in case anything happens to you. That way, the rest of us will at least have something to help us in the battle to come.”
“Dwarfspit…” Allazar mumbled again, as they walked slowly back to the grazing horses.
“I’d start with the ‘A’s. Is there a dark wizard-made creature in the Pangoricon beginning with ‘A’?”
“The Aknid of Gothen. Hard-shelled, crab-like, they are bound to their dark masters as the clawflies were bound to the Goth-lord Armun-Tal you spoke of. Weapons of defence, they lurk, hidden in the ground around their dark master’s lair, only to rise up from the soil and swarm upon any interloper who approaches too close. They die with their creator, and are susceptible to ordinary fire and intense heat, as well of course as Aemon’s Fire.”
“There you are, you see, when pressed you can summon forth the knowledge. Now all you have to do is copy the Word to the Page and thus make the Book.”
“The Pangoricon seemed a rather large tome, Longsword, when we glimpsed it in the vision of Morloch on the road to Jarn.”
“We don’t need all the details, Allazar, just the name, what it looks like, and how to kill it. If you need any motivation for the work, consider this: the more copies of the Pangoricon the kindred possess, the less likely it is that Morloch will send another Grimmand for you.”
“Ah.”
“Ah indeed. Arramin’s power is nowhere near yours with a stick but it might help him to know what he’s facing, if he ever has to.”
“In truth, Arramin and I have discussed the Pangoricon. You may recall he has not read it, and he was greatly surprised that I had. Or so he thought.”
“How did you explain it?”
Allazar shrugged apologetically. “To my everlasting shame, I lied. I told him that the foul creature Salaman Goth had impressed upon me all manner of details from the Pangoricon by way of cruel torture, showing me what he intended to loose upon the gentle lands below Raheen before destroying me. And that then, before he had the chance to make good on his promise, our lady shot him through.”
“He believed this?”
Again, Allazar shrugged. “It would not have been beyond Salaman Goth’s powers to do so, armed as he was with this Dymendin staff. And Master Arramin is a gentle old soul, not given to doubt or cynicism. In truth I had expected rather more interrogation from Mahlek and Dakar of the D’ith Sek, but their departure from Ferdan has spared me their inquisition.”
“Leaving just the wizard of Mornland, whose specialty is flowers.”
“Fruit, Longsword, the pollination of fruit. Very useful in Mornland. But I take your point; I’m not expecting my knowledge of matters I should not by rights possess to be probed by Imzenn.”
“Well, if Arramin believed your story about Salaman Goth, perhaps this Imzenn of Mornland will too, if it comes to it. In the meantime, A, for Aknid, and anything else you can dredge up.”
“Ah.”
“Apart from that. Come, let’s take a gentle trot back. It’ll be dusk in a couple of hours and I want to ride past the camp on the way back into Ferdan.”
“Will you stop and speak with the men?”
“On this occasion, no. We’ll just ride past, let them see us a little closer than this morning on the walls. I’ll make myself known to them properly tomorrow, after breakfast.”
“You will not leave Ferdan without me,” Elayeen announced, “Nor will you surround yourself with strangers in the absence of my Sight.”
Gawain shared another look with Allazar before replying, softly. “Very well then, the three of us will make a tour of the camp tomorrow.”
“As you wish, Longsword.”
“Meeya?” Gawain called the thalangard forward, and passed Elayeen’s care to the elfin. “A gentle trot, no faster. It’ll give us all time to think.”
 
The ride back towards Ferdan, some eight miles from the Grimehalt, took a little over an hour, and was made in silence save for the rhythm of hooves on rolling grassland and the snorting counterpoint of the horses’ breathing. Gawain was grateful for the quiet, though an occasional glance at the wizard showed Allazar to be troubled. For a fleeting moment, Gawain felt sorry for the wizard, seeing the effect of his worms on Allazar’s expression. But it had been good to talk away from Ferdan and its distractions, and yes, to give vent to his feelings. The only trouble was, he still wasn’t entirely certain of anything, and now had yet another worm to contend with. Elayeen.
The more she spoke, and she was certainly speaking more to Gawain at least, and the more he found her surreptitiously gazing at him, the more that particular squirming in his stomach troubled him. For weeks, he’d yearned for the return of his laughing, loving and gentle elfin bride. But saying goodbye to her on the plains after leaving the Morrentill behind had been strangely, and disturbingly, liberating. He’d felt guilty at the time, of course, but letting go of Elayeen and accepting the cold and heartless void that was Eldengaze had been almost a relief after so long without her.
He may still suffer lingering doubts about ‘the Deed’ being done at Raheen, but he had no doubts whatsoever about the value of ‘the Sight’ and ‘the Word.’ Indeed, both had been invaluable this very morning, while he himself did nothing more than shield the precious eyes of the Sight. Allazar and Eldengaze would be essential in the days and nights that followed, and at the coming battle. Gawain would effectively become just another sword, just another arrow-thrower…
Don’t touch me, she had said. Don’t. Or block my vision of your surrounds. Gawain had lost count of the number of times on the journey from Jarn he had heard Elayeen say Touch me not, nor block my vision of your surrounds with your light.
Now, they were preparing for war. All being well, a march of perhaps seven days, then a wait of some days, and then when Morloch’s armies had mustered on the scree, a day for the enemy to advance across that river of bitchrock. And then battle would be joined. Far easier to ride to war with a heartless relic of a bygone era beside him to keep watch for the darkness. Far easier to bend his mind to planning his tactics and moving the pieces on the board, than worrying for his young wife and shielding her from harm. Far easier to abandon his responsibilities for her care to Meeya, or any of the other elfin thalangard at Ferdan, just as he’d passed her care to Kahla on the journey from Jarn.
The reason for the upset in his stomach, he knew, was the ruthlessness of his train of thought, and also the question he wasn’t asking himself. Four weeks ago, they were in rooms at the Inn of the Horse’s Head in Jarn. Four weeks ago, Gawain would have seriously considered giving an arm to have Elayeen back, and the sense of liberation he’d felt after saying goodbye to her would have sickened him. Now he was here on the plains of Juria, riding towards a reeking camp of men and dwarves making ready to fight what could well be the last battle in the final war against Morloch the kindred races of Man would ever wage.
Now, the question making his stomach turn over and which he was trying not to ask himself was simple: Did he want Elayeen back? With the one-twelve and their bows behind him at the farak gorin, who would make the better ally at the front, Elayeen, just another bow and sword, or Eldengaze?
There was one thing, though, he could not forget, and which lent a great deal of weight to his nagging suspicion that the Deed was done and that the Sight and the Word were far more important than Gawain and his sword. That one thing was the haunting vision of Eldengaze standing alone in the cart on the road to Jarn, bow drawn, aiming at his heart, counting down the remaining yards of Gawain’s life as the Kraal-beast thundered towards the feeble limits of Arramin’s range…
 
With the breezes from behind them in the northeast, the unpleasant smell emanating from the camp outside Ferdan didn’t hit them until they swung around the southeast corner of the palisade and continued their trot along a well-trodden path which seemed to mark the outer limits of the bivouac some twenty yards from the first row of tents.
Men were gathered in groups, listening intently to Callodon officers, variously describing tactics, demonstrating the use of weapons, or simply telling war-stories. Other groups were gathered and moving purposefully around the cooking areas, preparing the evening meal, and beyond them, closer to the palisade, still more tended to the horses. All stopped what they were doing to watch, grinning happily, as Gawain and Elayeen rode down the well-trodden path that led to and from the Grimehalt.
There was no unseemly cheering, no waving of flags and banners, no overt demonstration of joy or loyalty, just beaming smiles from some seven hundred and fifty men and dwarves happy to see their commander and his lady, who had already bloodied Morloch’s nose on their behalf this day. It occurred to Gawain, too, that perhaps the army might have thought the four riders were fresh from the Grimehalt, having nobly endured the same primitive bathing facilities as the men themselves.
On the approach to the main gates, they slowed the horses to a walk, the ground chewed up and rough once more, and as the gates creaked open Allazar rode forward from the rearguard position he’d taken and drew up alongside Gawain.
“The men seemed happy, but strangely quiet, Longsword.”
“What did you expect, a mighty cheer of ‘Hurrah, you’ve all just had a bath in the Grimehalt’?”
“Ah.”
“And here we must be sharp again. Especially so at dinner tonight.”
At the edge of the courtyard, they dismounted, and stable-hands hurried forward to take charge of the horses. Gawain checked his saddle-bags through force of habit, spoke with Gwyn for a few moments, and then reluctantly relinquished her care to a couple of smiling young apprentices. As Allazar had reminded him, all eyes were upon him again, and it would not do for the commander of the kindred army to be seen fretting over his horse on this his first full day in Ferdan. Still, he felt strangely disturbed, until he realised why. It had felt harder to pass Gwyn’s care into the hands of apprentice stable-masters than it had been to pass Elayeen into the care of Meeya, or Kahla.
He flicked a guilty look towards the two elfins, they and Allazar standing some ten yards away now, waiting for him while Gwyn was led away to the covered area by the wall. And all of them, Elayeen included, were staring straight at him. As Gawain approached them, Elayeen’s eyes still fixed on his, Gawain caught sight of Tyrane hurrying from the hall, striding quickly and purposefully while attempting to maintain dignity. Gawain frowned, and turned his attention to his adjutant, and walked the few yards to join the others.
“My lords, m’lady,” Tyrane announced when he arrived at the group, and saluted formally, “Word from the beacon-watch in the northwest gap.”
Gawain’s heart skipped a beat. “What’s the word?”
“Black smoke sighted from the farak gorin.”
“When?”
“Four days ago. It’s taken that long for the message to pass from long-rangers to the mid-range and then to the post here. Rider brought it in about an hour ago.”
Gawain nodded, and eyed Allazar.
“The day we left the Morrentill and joined Captain Byrne on the plains,” the wizard said quietly.
“Yes,” Tyrane agreed.
“It might be nothing,” Gawain announced, calmly.
“Or it might have been a signal to the forces gathered in the Barak-nor, Longsword.”
“Yes. Though the farak gorin is broad there. For smoke to be sighted, either the fire was immense and more than fifty miles from the beacon-watch, or much smaller and lit closer, on the bitchrock itself. Another worm for the box, Allazar,” and then Gawain turned to Tyrane, “Arrangements made for dinner this evening?”
“Yes, m’lord. Roast beef and roast chicken, with gravy and dumplings. I’m afraid the vegetables might leave a bit to be desired.”
“Thank you.”
“I’ve extended the invitations as you requested. Wizard Arramin is out in the camp somewhere, Rollaf and Terryn are with him, and when my subalterns have reported back to me with the list of civilian assets you requested, I’ll check them and prepare a briefing for you.”
“Has anything else happened in our absence?”
“There is one thing of note, m’lord. Sergeant Toomir’s remains were found while you were away. He’d been stuffed into a barrel behind the gatehouse. Wizard Imzenn conducted the rites. Day-watch officer believes that the Sergeant must have stepped behind the gatehouse to relieve himself before turning in last night, and the Grimmand killed him there before the assault upon the gaol. I ordered a check of the lists, and according to the rolls, no-one else is missing.”
Allazar nodded. “The Grimmand must have entered Ferdan before Brock received our warning, in the guise of one of the two unfortunate souls we found on the plains. With so many men outside, it would have been easy enough to do.”
Gawain nodded his agreement. “Very well. Is there a curfew in the town during the hours of darkness?”
“Not that I’m aware of, m’lord. The townsfolk do seem much happier since you lifted their quarantine.”
“Hmm. Speak with the day-watch officer, tell him I want a curfew in place an hour after nightfall. Military personnel only to be at large between then and dawn, all watches to challenge anyone seen out of doors who isn’t on their duty rota. Oh and have the gatekeepers take note of names of all those entering and leaving. Let’s not make it easy for the enemy to infiltrate our ranks again.”
“Yes, m’lord.”
“Though these measures might cause alarm, Longsword,” Allazar said quietly, a twinkle in his eye.
“True, but worried and watchful is better than carefree and dead, Allazar,” Gawain replied. “If there’s nothing else for my immediate attention, I’d like my lady and I to try on the doublets that were a gift from Maeve of Raheen. When we wear them at the front, I want them to be a good fit.”
“I can fetch one of the tailors, m’lord? There are several of repute here, including one of the Arrun volunteers.”
“Good idea, Tyrane, the tailor of Arrun I think, since the doublets are Arrunwove.”
“Yes, m’lord.” Tyrane smiled, saluted, and hurried off towards the hall, waving a hand-signal to a runner stationed by its doors.
“The Captain seems to have organised the place,” Allazar muttered, appreciatively.
“Tyrane’s a good man,” Gawain agreed, “I learned much about him during the night-watch on the canal. Organisation is one of his strengths. If Morloch were chaos, he’d fear Tyrane more than he’d fear me. It’s why the Captain was so valuable in Brock’s court, I think. Whatever he lacks in imagination, he more than makes up for with efficiency. He’s a friend, too, and I have few enough of those. Him at least I can trust with an order.”
Gawain flicked another glance at Elayeen, and to his astonishment, she was still looking at him. She lowered her eyes, and with her hand on Meeya’s arm, turned to walk towards the hall. Gawain’s heart began beating faster, and, studying her as she moved away, he felt a sudden shiver run the length of his spine. He snapped his gaze up, and around, and noted the Wallguard. Perhaps only one in three were looking outward towards the plains. The remainder were all following his progress across the empty courtyard behind his queen and the wizard. There was something distinctly eerie in the way they stood, bows held at the rest on their boots, their faces angled down and towards him, only the faint breezes stirring their cloaks to show any movement at all.
In the hall, attendants were preparing the long table for dining, though snacks and wine had been laid out on a small trestle table against the far wall. The bundle that Arras of Narrat had presented lay where Gawain had left it, on the foot of his bed on the dais, and he strode the length of the hall and stepped nimbly up on to the platform, drawing the curtains. Elayeen and Meeya, he noted, held back, and while he drew the second curtain into place, sat upon one of the bench seats near the south wall of the hall.
It took moments to shirk off the longsword, discard the cloak and release his belt and shortsword to remove his tunic. He laid the slender doublets made for Elayeen on her bed, admiring them, and then picked up one of the larger, and slipped it on over his shirt. The lightly-quilted silk was warm and smooth, and made no sound when he flexed his arms. When the row of red silk buttons down the front of the doublet had been secured, and the drawstring cord at the waist tied, Gawain found it a little tight under the arms.
Allazar coughed politely from the other side of the curtain, and then stepped through. He paused, and his eyes welled on seeing Gawain dressed in the Red and Gold. “The ah… the tailor of Arrun is here, Longsword, he waits without. Shall I call him in?”
“I’ll step outside,” Gawain said quietly, flexing his arms again, and bending at the waist, then picked up the sheathed longsword to wield it slowly before slinging it and rolling his shoulders.
Allazar held back the curtain and Gawain stepped through and down off the dais, the silk of the doublet shimmering in the warm light from the glowstone lamps now dusk was falling. There was a faint and distinctly feminine ‘Oh!’ from away to his left, and a glance showed both Meeya and Elayeen staring at him. He couldn’t tell which of them had uttered the surprised sound, but Meeya suddenly stood smartly to attention and Elayeen turned her eyes to the floor before standing, head slightly bowed.
“Anyone would think I’ve never been seen dressed before,” Gawain muttered.
“You haven’t,” Allazar reminded him, quietly, “Not in such regal attire.”
The tailor was a well-built man, nothing at all like the stick figure Gawain had imagined he might be. He listened politely to Gawain’s description of the fit of the garment, made a sketch and some notes, and then took some measurements. When he was done, Gawain handed the sword to Allazar, removed the doublet, folded it, and fetched the other and the sack-cloth wrapper from his bed.
“Elayeen, if you would, please?” he asked, and his lady stood once more, and with Meeya’s aid crossed to the dais.
“Keep your shirt on, but remove the tunic. It’ll be cold in the north, and though the doublet is warm you’ll want a good shirt and undershirt beneath it.”
Elayeen, poised to step up onto the platform, looked over her shoulder at Gawain and nodded, before advancing to the bed, Meeya discreetly drawing the curtain again.
“My lady won’t be long,” Gawain assured the tailor, who was busy studying the seams on the doublets and making marks upon them with a nervous hand.
Allazar handed the sword back to Gawain, smiling. “I imagine many young men have laboured under similar false impressions concerning the time it takes their ladies to dress.”
“Would you like one lump or two with that, wizard?” Gawain asked archly, moving to the trestle table and pouring a beaker of wine.
“Ah.”
But still Gawain’s stomach churned, and while he sipped the wine, he stared at the heavy curtains beyond which only faint sounds of rustling cloth and gentle elvish conversation could be heard. He couldn’t tell which, if any, of the muffled and lilting tones belonged to Elayeen. Just as he couldn’t tell which of the two elfins had uttered the gasp of admiration when he’d stepped down from the dais. It would be impossible, of course, for Eldengaze to have made such a sound. Just as it should have been impossible for Gawain to have broken so easily from the Sight of Eldengaze when he’d spied Tyrane striding across the courtyard towards him.
Allazar remained beside the tailor, engaging the fellow in pleasant conversation while Gawain sipped the weak and fruity Jurian wine. The grapes grown in the vineyards to the south of Juria’s Castletown made for poor wine at the best of times, but did produce a mild and not unpleasant breakfast variety in addition to partially fuelling the brandy the land was famed for. Oranges from the warmer climes of Mornland’s east coast added to that heady liqueur, but it would be some time, if at all, before such gentle trade between the two lands would begin again.
It wasn’t until Gawain eventually drained the beaker and put it back on the table that the curtains parted, and Meeya stepped down, reaching up to take Elayeen’s hand as the Queen of Raheen stepped cautiously down from the dais. Gawain stood rooted to the spot, his emotions in utter turmoil. The first thing he noticed was her seemingly shy glance towards him, then her eyes flicked down to the ground as she stepped off the platform to the level floor beneath. And then she glanced towards him again, as if to gauge his reaction.
She robbed him of breath. Allazar and the tailor of Arrun, too, and Tyrane, who with the wizard Arramin and the two Callodon scouts, chose that moment to enter the hall. At the foot of the dais, Elayeen paused again, and still with her hand in Meeya’s, bowed her head slightly. The doublet of the Red and Gold shimmered in the glowstone lights, her silver-blonde tresses hanging low across her right breast, the matrimonial braid in clear view. She had tucked the tresses on the left side behind her ear and shoulder, leaving the royal crest of Raheen exposed, glinting silver, on her left breast. The drawstring waist-cord and narrow peplum emphasised her slender figure, and Gawain could do nothing but stand and blink.
The tailor bowed, and with notebook trembling visibly, advanced a pace.
“It is tight at the waist,” Meeya announced, as Elayeen whispered to her. “And here, shoulders must be free more for the bow. There must be a… guard?” And, blushing, Meeya made a sweeping motion across her chest.
The tailor was all discretion and diplomacy. “Certainly, my ladies, a chest guard to cover the buttons. I understand.”
“And here,” Meeya pointed to the inside of her left arm. “Must be less, to not catch the string of the bow.”
“I understand, my lady,” the tailor immediately began sketching and making notes, under Allazar’s watchful eye.
Elayeen whispered to Meeya again, who nodded, and indicted her mid-riff, speaking softly with the tailor, so softly Gawain could not hear the words over the booted footfalls on the planking of the floor as Arramin and the men of Callodon approached.
“My compliments, my lord,” Arramin sighed, “Your lady is quite beautiful in the colours of your land.”
“My land is the colour of sun-bleached ash,” Gawain said, and immediately regretted it, adding hastily, “Though my lady would look as fair in sack-cloth to my eyes.”
“Indeed so, my lord, indeed so. I am sorry to intrude, my lord, but I have the information you requested, such as it is. Concerning the wizards without the wall?”
Gawain tore his eyes away from Elayeen, and with Arramin beside him, moved to the far corner of the hall, beyond earshot of the attendants laying out the dinner table and well beyond the hearing of the tailor.
“What have you discovered, Arramin?”
“I have a list of notes here, my lord… Oh!” Arramin suddenly looked aghast, “Curse me for an aged simpleton, my lord, I have written them in the wizard’s tongue…!”
“Never mind, Serre Wizard, as long as you have the details. You can pass the notes to Allazar later, I’m sure he’ll value them.”
“My most profound apologies, my lord… dear me… well, first, and these names are in the order I met the brethren, my lord, and no other you understand?”
“I understand,” Gawain assured the elderly wizard, moving slightly to his left, the better to keep the tailor and Allazar between him and his view of Elayeen. She was far too distracting, but it would be unseemly if not foolish for Gawain to turn his back on proceedings.
“Well then, first there is Corax, of the D’ith Met, recently of the Hallencloister and bound for Threlland on a course of study when events overtook him. The rank of Met is one grade lower than Sek, as I’m sure Master Allazar has explained?”
“Yes, thank you. Do continue.”
“Ah. Well. He has no staff, of course, though somewhat unusually he does possess a Rod of Aemon, of pure Ulmus heartwood.”
“Is this cause for suspicion?” Gawain was suddenly all attention.
“Oh dear, no, I don’t believe so. Though it is unusual. The heart of the Ulmus tree finds many mystic uses, for good or ill, and a Rod of Aemon is a useful tool indeed. It is perhaps, oh…” Arramin balanced his staff against his shoulder, and held his hands about three feet apart, “Perhaps this long.”
“Can he summon white fire with it?”
“With a Rod of Aemon, indeed yes. Being of the D’ith Met, and possessing such a rod, he can certainly conduct the rites for the dead, administer a bleaching wash, and yes, yes indeed, project a goodly streamer of Aemon’s Fire a short distance. He is much younger than I, my lord, and thus stronger in such matters. But the Rod does not have the range of a full stave of white oak, such as was gifted to me.”
Gawain nodded, thoughtfully. “What sort of range do you think he might have with this Ulmus rod?”
“I should say, perhaps twenty feet, my lord? A little more or less. Corax of the D’ith Met has… or perhaps I should say, had, at least two more years of study in the Hallencloister and two in the lands before he would be eligible to commence the path to the rank of Sek.”
“What do you make of him? Did you know him before?”
“Alas no. If he spent any time at all during his time in the lands, it was not in Callodon. Oh dear, and now comes the part with which I am not comfortable, I have tried to make notes of my impressions of each of the wizards, and the notes I have had made concerning Corax of the D’ith Met simply say ‘taciturn, concise, thoughtful.’ I know it isn’t much help, my lord.”
Gawain pondered a moment, and folded his arms while he chewed his lip. “Did you think he was being evasive?”
“Oh dear… no, no my lord I don’t think so. He struck me simply as a studious type who doesn’t beat about the bush. I suspect he is greatly disappointed at events waylaying his aspirations to advance quickly through the ranks, but I could of course be wrong. His assignment in Threlland was the study of mining and minerals, and now that is unlikely to be completed.”
Gawain nodded. “Who’s next?”
“Ah…”
But then Elayeen stepped up onto the dais with Meeya, and into clear view from Gawain’s perspective. He froze again, eyes locked upon her as she tossed her head and look over her shoulder towards him. And then she was beyond the curtain and out of sight once more.
“My lord?”
“Sorry, Arramin, please, continue.”
“Yes, my lord…There is one other wizard of the D’ith Met, the remainder are of lower rank. Doryenn, also recently of the Hallencloister, though he is a year or two senior to Corax, and the two were not acquainted with each other before they met here at Ferdan. Doryenn is quite an amiable fellow, I found him most amusing and a pleasure to converse with. It seems he studied Master Tenethet’s works most ardently, and carries a wand of iron-bound darkwood. It is quite quaint, my lord, and though it would certainly become quite hot in use, should possess at least the range of the Ulmus rod employed by Corax.”
“This Doryenn of the D’ith Met, which land was he assigned to?”
“Oh dear, none, my lord, being of the rank of Met and yet to sit the examinations for advancement, he was I believe returning from Arrun when he found the Hallencloister sealed. Or was it Mornland? I should have made rather more copious and detailed notes… I do apologise.”
“You like this fellow?”
Arramin smiled. “He is certainly more voluble and amiable than his younger counterpart, Corax, my lord, though I know neither of them any better than the other.”
At that point, the curtains slid back, and Meeya and Elayeen stepped down from the platform. Gawain eased to his right a little, perhaps unconsciously, watching as Meeya handed the folded doublets to the tailor while Elayeen seemed to scan the walls around them, as if looking straight through them at the activity outside the hall.
In truth, caterers were coming and going, bearing salvers, bowls, plate and cutlery, and all the accoutrements necessary for a meal fit for crowns and generals. It seemed they were well-practiced, doubtless thanks to Brock, Eryk and Willam; though in truth it was more likely Brock’s appetite alone that had kept them busy before Gawain’s arrival. Gawain only vaguely heard Arramin continuing to provide brief descriptions of the wizards of lesser rank in the camp; three wizards of the D’ith Reen, whose command of white fire was limited to the immediate vicinity, useful for starting fires or for the rites of the dead, for example. Two of the D’ith pat, Allazar’s former rank before the Circles of Raheen and the Dymendin staff gave him advanced knowledge and power, and these too would be far from useless, as Allazar’s services had proved so often in the past.
While Arramin read from his notes, Gawain watched Elayeen. It had been so long since he’d done so. On the barge, their watches deliberately separated, he’d paid little enough attention to her, preferring instead to remember the Elayeen he’d held fresh and warm in his arms rather than the cold and vacant dread of Eldengaze. Since Ostinath she had travelled behind him, as he’d commanded at the foot of the Threnderrin Way. It had been weeks, he realised, since last he’d gazed at her as he did now.
The tailor, sack-cloth bundle tucked neatly and carefully under his arm, bowed low, backed away a couple of paces, and then turned and left the hall. For a fleeting moment, just before Elayeen turned her head to stare at him, Gawain thought he saw the flicker of a smile dance upon her lips. But the moment was gone, and the statue-like stare of Eldengaze held him, briefly, before she turned to Meeya, and the two elfins returned to the dais, closing the curtains behind them.
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20. Food for Thought
 
Eleven places had been set, and all eleven were occupied. Gawain sat at the head of the table, of course, facing across the hall towards the doors. On the left side from Gawain’s perspective, Allazar, Tyrane, Arramin, Imzenn of Mornland and Flag-Major Hern of Callodon. On the right sat Elayeen, Meeya (who was quietly describing the position of items on the table), Valin, Karn of Threlland and finally, Bek of Juria. When the roasts had been delivered on their platters, carved, and served, Gawain advised the caterers that the diners would henceforth serve themselves, and the attendants thus dismissed, those at table were left to their own company.
“I hope we don’t fall foul of the new curfew tonight, yer Majesty,” Karn growled happily, prodding a sad-looking baked turnip rather suspiciously.
“I’d be disappointed if you weren’t challenged, General, now that darkness has fallen. And please, gentlemen, while I and my lady are grateful for the respect you show us by the use of our titles, I would prefer it if you referred to me merely as ‘commander’ or ‘my lord’ from now on.”
“This hardly seems appropriate, my lord,” Bek complained. “You are the Crowns of Raheen, officially recognised by the entire Kings’ Council in this very hall.”
“This is true,” Allazar announced pleasantly, “And yet as we prepare for the great battle in the north, reference to Raheen prompts memories of Morloch’s destruction of that noble land, and that makes everyone uncomfortable. It’s the Commander’s wish that the entire kindred army now under his new banner remember not Morloch’s destruction of Raheen, but the Commander’s successes against that foul creature.”
That was met with appreciative nods of understanding and agreement.
“May I ask, my lord,” Hern spoke softly and with confidence, “What you made of the report from the beacon-watch received today?”
“You’re all familiar with its content?”
“We are, my lord,” Bek asserted, “And compliments, Commander, on your choice of adjutant. Amongst all his other duties, Captain Tyrane has found ways of keeping us all abreast of developments.”
“While doubtless shielding me from the more onerous tasks I might otherwise be obliged to endure. Thank you, General Bek, for the courtesy of your public commendation. I think we’ll spare Tyrane from any further blushes and address Hern’s question. In my opinion, the smoke seen by our detachment at the Beacon Gap, for want of any other name for the place, was probably entirely for our benefit.”
“How so, my lord?”
Gawain shrugged, and addressed the roast chicken on his plate while answering. “The enemy counts dark wizards in its number, and they have mystic tools at their disposal of a kind we can only really guess at. You’ve doubtless heard how Morloch himself appeared to us on the road to Jarn weeks ago? With such means of communication, and with the Graken at their disposal, why would they need to resort to simple smoke-signals?”
“But,” Karn cleared his throat to no avail, “Why would they wish to send such a signal for our benefit?”
“Simply to show us that they knew we had arrived in Juria,” Gawain stated plainly. “This chicken is really rather good. And it doesn’t taste like freenmek.”
There was some polite laughter around the table, and though Meeya and Valin looked a little confused, they smiled but said nothing.
“I understand, my lord,” Karn coughed, “You’ve detailed some officers to take the Threlland infantry contingent out for some specialist manoeuvres near the Grimehalt tomorrow?”
“Yes, and every day thereafter if possible, up to our departure.”
“I hope it’s nothing too extraordinary. We dwarves are a simple folk at heart. The terrain of our homeland doesn’t lend itself to much in the way of complicated military manoeuvres. No good for horses, either. When it comes to hand to hand, though, we can more than hold our own.”
“I know, Karn, I witnessed the damage a dwarf armed with nothing but a pair of hammers can do first hand, under the Teeth.”
General Karn suddenly gave a broad smile. “Ah, yes, Martan of Tellek. He’s a queer old duck, that one. Apparently, he wrote a letter to King Eryk, which simply said: Dear yer Majesty, Sorry, no longer yer loyal servant, now a subject of Raheen, no ‘ard feelings I ‘opes. Signed, Martan of Tellek.”
Gawain couldn’t contain himself, and laughed aloud. “Did Eryk reply?”
Karn grinned. “He did: Dear Martan, as long as it’s just you and not everyone in Tellek that’s all right then, no ‘ard feelings at all. Signed, Eryk of Threlland.”
Laughter seemed to bleed the formality from the meal, and Gawain saw shoulders visibly relax around the table.
“Well,” Karn sighed, “I hope the manoeuvres aren’t too taxing for the men. Hand to hand and in a fair fight against anyone, perhaps even those western barbarians, those Meggens, well… I’d put money on a dwarf. But what chance do dwarves have against things they can’t see, and things that fly so fast you can’t shoot ‘em?”
“Three chances,” Gawain smiled a little sadly.
“Three?”
“Something my brother Kevyn used to say,” Gawain took a sip of wine, “He said it all the time. If he caught me eyeing a pretty girl, considering the height of a fence for a jump, or if I drew a tough bout in a tourney and believed I might win, or anything at all, really. You’ve got three chances of that happening, Gawain, he’d say, slim chance, no chance, and fat chance. Used to drive me up the wall, every time.”
“We’ve heard the story of the destruction of those Kiromok creatures, my lord,” Bek announced suddenly, “With that and your other successes on your startling journey from the far south, do you suppose we’ll have a chance against them at the battle?”
“Three chances,” Gawain smiled. “But in truth, General, there are ways to defend against, and also to attack, such creatures. Our principal lack in this respect is sufficient sticks on our side. When we deploy our lines at the far-gor, we’ll take what precautions we can. But I don’t intend to start lining up the condiments and cutlery to demonstrate the dispositions I intend for our forces, though. Not tonight.”
Bek smiled and nodded. “The food’s too good to let grow cold, and I have no peas for infantrymen anyway.”
“Peas? Damn’ cheek,” Karn protested, “Broad beans and nothing less if it’s Threllandmen yer representing!”
Tyrane had warned about the vegetables, and he’d been right to do so. They were in short supply, it seemed, and the best of them were the sliced carrots. Gawain was taking a sip of wine and listening to Flag-Major Hern relating an anecdote about a dinner with General Igorn in the South-halt when, from the corner of his eye, he was certain he saw Elayeen’s fork neatly spear a coin of sliced carrot. His heart leapt and he flicked a glance at her over the rim of his cup, but her face was turned towards the doors beyond the far end of the table and her hair shielded her eyes from his view.
“… and that was the last time I ever attempted to describe a manoeuvre at the General’s table.” Hern finished, to polite chuckles from the rest.
They were trying, all of them it seemed, to lighten the mood which pervaded Ferdan and the camp beyond. It wasn’t bravado on their part, the dinner guests were all polite, well-educated and well-mannered, civilised folk who genuinely wished to enjoy the evening. But always, behind every word and every gesture, was the atmosphere of resignation that seemed to permeate the very air they breathed, inside the walls as well as without.
Perhaps they felt this was the last meal they’d share together, before duties and the pressing business of war removed this last vestige of comfort and courtesy, and necessity replaced formal dining with hasty snacks and snatched meals on the move. Perhaps, Gawain thought, they were right, and it would be. Gawain recalled other dinners, with other officers, and more advice from Captain Hass leapt unbidden into his mind. A good leader is one who sees his officers and men as people, not things to be moved here and there. People can be trusted or not, loyal or not, reliable or not; things are just things. You don’t fight for things. You fight for people.
Karn he already knew, remembering the steadfast manner in which the old General had held the tip of his long knife at the throat of Morloch’s wizard, Joyen, and how that same blade had been one of several to pierce that traitor’s heart. Bek and Hern he really didn’t know, and he recognised that Imzenn of Mornland was in danger of being reduced to nothing more than a fruiterer or green-grocer, and a suspicious one at that, unless Gawain himself made an effort.
“Something wrong with the food, m’lord?” Tyrane asked quietly, noticing Gawain’s thoughtfulness and misinterpreting it.
“Hmm? No, no Tyrane, the food is better than I imagined it might be, under the circumstances.”
“You haven’t tried the baked turnip, my lord,” Karn growled, smiling and prodding the remains of one balanced precariously on the edge of his plate.
Gawain smiled back. “I was recalling other meals, with other officers, long ago. Strange, how something as simple as a pepper-pot or the shape of a cup can recall long-forgotten people and events to mind. Tell me, what was the most memorable meal you’ve had, so far? We’ll go ‘round the table, starting with you, Allazar.”
“Eh? Me?”
“You. It’ll give everyone else time to think of something and you no time to make up some cock-and-bull story none of us would believe in a month of Sundays.”
“There are so many, Longsword!” Allazar protested earnestly.
Gawain shrugged. “Then pick one, the first that comes into your mind now.”
Allazar’s expression seemed at first puzzled, and then, perhaps as an inkling of understanding dawned, suddenly became both sad and filled with joy, and he nodded, and smiled.
“Then it must be the meal I shared with you, and your lady, in the hall of your fathers.”
The others leaned forward over their plates, listening attentively as Allazar continued quietly, but with great conviction. Gawain caught his breath and held his regal composure as best he could, hoping that the wizard would reveal nothing of the significant events which had occurred at the Keep in Raheen. But Allazar only smiled again, and turned his gaze to his plate, staring through it, and remembering.
“It was a frugal affair. A simple roast beef sandwich, made for me by one of Captain Tyrane’s men at the inn at the foot of the Downland Pass. The bread was a little stale, the beef a little dry, and the paper it was wrapped in a little damp from the day’s rain. Your lady, too, enjoyed simple fare, a chicken sandwich, I recall, made by men of Callodon escorting her on the road from Jarn. You, Longsword, of course ate frak.
“We were sitting upon our saddles, in a vaulted alcove in the cracked and broken Keep which is all that remains of your homeland, the horses standing quietly nearby on the rain-washed flagstones where once the great and the good of the land would gather. And there, in that place, and at that time, in the fading light of a crimson sunset, you named me Keeper of The Staff of Raheen. It had been raining, there had been a storm, your lady fell asleep with her fair head upon your shoulder, exhausted from her charge across the land and the slaying of Salaman Goth. If there were one meal to which I could return, I believe it would be that one.”
There was a long silence before Allazar quietly added: “Though there was also a banquet in Callodon Castle I attended five years ago which wasn’t bad, too.”
Gawain smiled while chuckles rippled around the table. Then he looked across at the wizard.
“It wasn’t so much a sandwich as half a cow jammed between two loaves, if my memory serves. Tyrane, yours?”
“Alas, m’lord, I’m not much of one for story-telling. But of the many meals I’ve had, in good company as well as some not so good, there’s one fixed so firmly in my mind that if I close my eyes, I can still feel the breezes on my face, still feel the warmth of guttering torches and hear the fluttering of their flames, smell their pitchwax burning; still hear the muted murmur of voices and even the slight crunching of gravel beneath my boots.
“It was no grand dinner, and there were no tables, nothing but dirt and gravel to sit on. It was just a rabbit stew, cooked by new friends and old acquaintances. It was on the road from Raheen to Jarn, on the evening of the day you leapt upon the back of the Kraal, and nearly cut its foul head clean off. That evening is one I can go back to, whenever I feel the need for peace, and hope, and the sure and certain knowledge that no matter what might occur, there is honour and courage and nobility in these lands the like of which few are privileged to witness in their lifetimes.”
“And wizards ready and willing to help themselves to any Jurian brandy on offer,” Gawain managed, and took a hasty draught of wine to drown the bubble forming in his throat.
“I protest my innocence!” Allazar chuckled, “The good Captain handed me the bottle, what else was I expected to think but that it was for me!”
“And of course you had nothing to do with the stew being of rabbit,” Gawain announced.
“I did not,” Allazar sniffed haughtily, “As I recall it was the reinforcements from Callodon who added their bag to the pot.”
“We have heard the story of your destruction of the Kraal from Master Arramin,” Imzenn announced, his voice rich and sonorous, belying his advanced years and rake-like frame. It was an educated voice and a confident one, though there was no hint of command or authority in it; rather, it was the voice of someone who knew himself and his own limits, but had no desire to impose upon others. “I do not think I have ever heard such an astonishing account, unless it be the attack of the Kiromok.”
“Agreed,” Bek asserted, and gingerly hefted another slice of roast beef from a salver to lay it almost tenderly on his plate. “Let’s hope we don’t have many of those things to face.”
“If you can face something that can’t be seen,” Hern complained quietly. “It beggars the imagination.”
“If they do have those Dwarfspit creatures in their ranks,” Karn growled, and took a hopeless sip of wine for his voice, “Then the Commander’s decision to fight ‘em at the farak gorin is a damn’ good one, if you don’t mind me saying so, my lord.”
Gawain smiled and shook his head.
“Why so?” Hern asked, frowning and tearing a hunk from a loaf of rather coarse bread.
“They’ll need damn’ good boots to make it across that bitchrock without being sliced to ribbons, that’s why. And boots can seen,” Karn winked at the much younger officer from Callodon.
“Is it that bad, then? I’ve only heard tales of this ‘land of nothing’, and never been further north than here in Ferdan.”
“I’d rather walk on broken glass,” Karn confirmed. “And those who’ve crossed it, like the Commander has, will doubtless say the same.”
“Hard rock and pain, that’s all you’ll find at the far-gor,” Gawain agreed, and Karn grinned at the well-known dwarvish saying. “And yes, that’s just one of the many good reasons for taking the battle there. But it’s the wizard Arramin’s turn. What say you, Serre Wizard, your most memorable meal, so far?”
Arramin hastily swallowed a bite, and took an equally hasty sip of wine. “Oh dear me, my lord, at my age, memory comes and goes, and sometimes the more one attempts to hold a memory, or seek it out, the more elusive it becomes.”
The elderly wizard paused again, gathering his thoughts, a flicker of a smile dancing at the corner of his mouth as if amused by images of distant dinners. And then he nodded to himself. “I too remember the stew that Captain Tyrane recounted, though for me it is not one I am fond of recalling to mind. My part in those events… well…”
Gawain made a slight but obvious gesture, dismissing the momentary embarrassment that had been clear for all to see in Arramin’s expression, and on seeing the gesture, the old wizard smiled his thanks and continued.
“In my many years, I am sure I have enjoyed many meals at table which have been most entertaining, or educational, edifying, or simply most agreeable. But two there are, again of recent times, which for me are moments of singular punctuation, beginning and ending a chapter of my life I never dared dream would be written…
“The first, my lord, was a cooked breakfast, at the Inn of The Horse’s Head, in Jarn. Nine of us shared that table and the heartiest of meals which, for me, was like a capital letter at the beginning of the first sentence of the most singular chapter ever to be written in the book of my time. How could I ever have dared to imagine that a wizened old reader of history might one day be deemed worthy enough to partake of such a journey, and thus follow in the footsteps of Applinius The Walker himself? While I ate, in luminous company I had no business being associated with, I could only hope it was no dream, and only dream of the relics I might encounter along the way.
“The second was again a breakfast, though a little less hearty, being of salt-pork and cheese,” Arramin smiled, and faded away into the memory.
“Master Arramin?” Allazar prompted gently.
“Eh? Oh! Dear me, yes. Breakfast, of salt-pork and cheese. Aboard a barge, floating upon the still waters of a pond, at the foot of the southern Wheel of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, the greatest wonder of elven engineering ever to be constructed in all the histories I have ever read. There, my lords, in the shadow of that greatest of marvels, there was the full-stop at the end of that most astonishing week of my life.”
“So far,” Allazar appended, gently but with a happy smile for Arramin.
“Indeed, Master Allazar, indeed. There were other meals of note, that ancient honey-bar for example, but alas, they do not compare in magnitude to those singular moments I have described. My lord,” Arramin turned suddenly watery eyes to Gawain, “I do not think you will ever know, and I don’t think I shall ever be able to articulate, what those moments meant to me, nor the depth of the gratitude I shall feel to the end of my days, to you, for your granting them to me.”
“Bah,” Gawain feigned indifference, “Pass the salt would you?”
Snorts of laughter broke the bubble that had threatened to burst in any number of throats at Arramin’s tale, and afterwards there was a brief period of quiet broken only by the happy sound of cutlery clinking on plates, the pouring of more wine, and contented eating.
“It’s a remarkable thing,” Bek said quietly, “That canal, and worse, that city in the south.”
“Yes,” Gawain agreed. “And it raises many more questions than we can ever hope will be answered. We could spend the rest of the night asking them, and I doubt any one of them would be answered. Certainly not by those of us who were there. And,” Gawain sighed, and poured more gravy over his chicken, “With Elvendere elvish once more, certainly not by anyone who might know the answers.”
Arramin nodded sadly. “And with the Hallencloister sealed, we have no recourse to the only library which might once have held an insight into events of those times. Perhaps there might be something in records of the Council of Sek… but alas.”
“Well I for one will leave wondering about such things to wet and windy nights on watch, not to a convivial table such as this. It’s your turn, Serre Wizard,” Gawain nodded towards Imzenn, catching the wizard off-guard, cup halfway to his lips.
“My lord,” Imzenn’s voice seemed to resonate through the hall, and Gawain wondered if some strange magic might be responsible for the effect. He made a mental note to ask Allazar about it later, it didn’t seem right, such a deep and rich voice emanating from such an emaciated frame.
“I fear, my lord, my most memorable meal will seem banal in comparison with those who have spoken before me.”
Gawain shrugged the protest off. “It’s not a competition, Serre Wizard, it’s a means of keeping all our minds off the coming battle and our preparations for it.”
“My apologies, my lord, I am entirely unused to such gatherings. Most of my days since leaving the Hallencloister have been spent in quiet study and work, in Mornland, and it is there I enjoyed what I hold as my most memorable meal to date.”
“I’ve only glimpsed a part of Mornland, and met few of its people, at the river border crossing to the northeast of here,” Gawain did his best to put Imzenn’s mind at ease, but watched the wizard closely over the rim of his cup.
“They are a kind and gentle folk, and I have been honoured to serve there. As for the meal, it was a summer’s evening supper, more than forty years ago now, at the village of Sernen, which lies to the south of Norist Bay, on the northeast coast of Mornland.
“They grow olives in groves there, and they fish in the calm waters of the bay. There had been a blight, which had seriously threatened the groves. I shall not bore you all with the details, but simply say that I was able to identify the cause of the blight, and by means of improved drainage, relieve the suffering endured by the trees, and aid their recovery. I returned a year later to satisfy myself that all was well, and on my arrival at Sernen I was quite moved by the reception I received.”
Imzenn paused, and for a moment it seemed as though his attention would fade back to that distant time, as Arramin’s so often did, but then he took a deep breath and smiled, though with more than a hint of melancholy.
“The meal was really quite simple, good rustic fare, fish and loaves and olives, a little poultry, and a sharp but agreeable local cheese made from the milk of goats. And, of course, the oil pressed from that year’s harvest which seasoned all. There was dancing, and singing, and simple joys I had never really known before. It occurred to me, sitting there, in place of honour at the head of a row of tables set end-to-end to accommodate the whole of the village… It occurred to me that I had become lost in all the years of my studies, and that in my thirst for knowledge, I had forgotten that the real purpose of study is not the gaining of knowledge itself, but the application of it, for the betterment of all.
“It was for me, as Master Arramin so excellently described it, a moment of punctuation, an illustrated capital letter of the first word of the beginning of my book, a life spent quietly and happily in the service of Mornland and her people.”
“I’ve heard of Norist Bay,” Karn said as softly as his voice would permit, “From some who’ve been there, a long time ago. Crystal clear waters, you can see the fish in ‘em, by all accounts. White sands on the beach, a great unbroken arc of it.”
Imzenn smiled and nodded. “There is a reef, out to sea, where often the rolling waves can be seen crashing and boiling. The bay itself is something of a great lagoon; the waters are quite calm there except in winter. Then, with the cold winds from the northeast, it is not so welcoming. But the season is a necessary one, bringing new stocks of fish and freshening the waters there. My times in Sernen have always been warm though, and gentle. It is to that summer’s evening supper I go, in my mind, whenever I feel the need for peace, and contentment.”
Then Imzenn turned his head towards Gawain, and his eyes seemed to sparkle with understanding. “Thank you, my lord, for giving me the opportunity to recall those times so clearly to mind. You are, I think, far wiser than your years.”
Gawain nodded an acknowledgement, and held the wizard’s gaze a moment longer, searching for any signs of duplicity, but there were none, and so he looked next to the Flag-Major of Callodon.
“My lord,” Hern began, “I was tempted to say that this is my most memorable meal to date, on the grounds that it might indeed be the last I ever spend at such a table and in such noble company. But that struck me as trite, and the truth is, there is one other which is always in my heart, if not always in my mind. My wedding breakfast, my bride Kirsteen beside me, our families and friends all about us. I hope you will all forgive me if I refrain from describing it any further, though I can, always, and in the most minute of details. My beloved Kirsteen passed, twelve years ago now, giving me a son, Eymer.”
When he spoke the name of his son, the sadness which had stolen over Hern’s face seemed suddenly to evaporate, and to those at the table, it seemed as though the sun had emerged from behind a cloud.
“Eymer is a good name,” Bek nodded, “A strong name. Is the boy well?”
“Yes, General, at least he was when last I saw him, at Castletown. His Majesty himself kindly promised to look out for him when General Igorn was ordered back to the South-halt and I was appointed to remain here. Eymer is a good lad, a keen sportsman, and an avid student. He wishes to be an Advocate, last he told me. It’s his grandfather’s occupation. Though over the years, he’s earnestly wished to be a dog, a horse, a soldier, a wizard, and a blacksmith. I think he will make a good Advocate, though. He has his mother’s compassion.”
In the small silence that followed, Gawain noted the distance in everyone’s eyes, save for Elayeen’s, whose gaze was downcast. Her right hand rested lightly on the table, fingers touching the slender stem of her goblet of wine. If not for the pinpoints of her pupils, Gawain would swear she was staring into the depths of the pale wine, and lost in thoughts of childhood.
A sigh, and a slight movement from the bottom right of the table, and Bek cleared his throat.
“Mine too, is a wedding feast, my lord. Though not my own, which was a grand affair and frankly more to be endured than enjoyed as my wife will attest. My youngest daughter’s. Finally got rid of her two years ago, some clot of a mayor’s son, something in the flax trade I believe. They live in the south now, near the border with Callodon. My wife went with them. Had news from them in the spring, I have another grandson, Keegan. That makes five grandchildren in all, so far.”
“The way you said that,” Karn looked astonished, “Anyone would think you were happy to get shot of the poor girl!”
Bek grinned, “So would you be if you had five children and all of ‘em females. If I may be permitted to borrow the wizard Arramin’s metaphorical punctuation marks, that last wedding feast wasn’t so much of a full-stop as a big bold underline beneath ‘The End’ in capital letters! Last wedding feast I’ll ever have to endure, never mind pay for.”
Karn couldn’t contain himself, and chortled happily.
“I’m serious!” Bek protested, humour sparkling in his grey eyes, “You’ve no idea of the number of irritating bloody relatives who come crawling out of the woodwork at the very mention of the word ‘feast,’ never mind ‘wedding.’ You’d find fewer of the wriggling buggers under a log in the woods.”
Laughter rippled around the table, Karn’s face screwed up with delight as he tapped the table appreciatively, and it was clear that Karn and Bek had become firm friends in the time they had spent together since the Council had first met in the summer.
“Anyway, it’s your turn, you old mountain goat. Let’s hear yours,” Bek grinned, and began a fresh assault on the dwindling contents of his plate.
“Ah, well. I hope you’ll all forgive me if I bend the rules a bit, but for me, it’s not so much a memorable meal as a memorable drink. In Threlland, there’s a thick dark syrup, made mostly from witloof root. It’s a bit old-fashioned, the younger generation think it’s something only the ancients would touch. A few drops added to water makes a potent beverage, and it’s most enjoyable when the water’s hot. We call it loofeen.
“I have only drunk it on three occasions. The first was on the morning my firstborn, Moakes, came into the world. I was nervous, terrified if the truth be told, pacing up and down, fretting, usual thing. Then came the crying and the news and the joy, and someone, mother-in-law I think, pressed a beaker of hot loofeen into my hand and I was shoved out into the garden out of the way. And there I sat, on a bright and chilly spring morning, in the mother-in-law’s garden on Tornrek Peak, grinning like an idiot, sipping hot loofeen and wondering why I’d never noticed before how blue the skies above Threlland really are, and how green the grass, and how bright the flowers...
“It became something of a personal tradition after that. I next drank it at the birth of my daughter, Sinta, and later when my second son, Lorren, arrived. I carry a small bottle of loofeen syrup with me, daft old clod that I am m’lord, so that should news finally arrive of a grandchild, no matter where I am, I can carry on the tradition.” Karn smiled sheepishly, and then suddenly added, “Sometimes, I dig it out of my belongings, and pop the stopper to catch a whiff of its aroma. And there I am again, in that garden on Tornrek Peak, on those glorious mornings.”
“Are you expecting to break out the bottle any time soon?” Bek asked hopefully, but Karn simply shrugged.
“I’ve been carrying it around for quite some time now, I don’t propose to start holding me breath. Youngsters aren’t what they were in our day. No offence, m’lord,” Karn added hastily, suddenly remembering where he was.
“None taken, General,” Gawain chuckled, and turned to Valin.
The elf held Gawain’s gaze only briefly before looking down at his plate.
“Hot soup, and bread,” Valin announced, his low-pitched voice soft, “Beside a fire, wrapped in a blanket, in the house of Lord Rak of Tarn, with mihoth Meeya, and Thalin-Elayeen. Never could an elf dream of such a thing. Never. That day, our world changed, never to be the same again. It is but one reason we have left our homeland, likely never to return.”
“Isst, miThal,” Meeya nodded her agreement. “They said mifrith Elayeen would be dead. They said all Threlland is enemy to Elvendere. They said Threlland is death. But you came, and took us to the home of ifrith Lord Rak, and there was ithroth, Thalin-Elayeen, living, and well. Hot soup, and bread, and the fire, and mifrith Thalin-Elayeen. That day, we knew truth.”
Gawain nodded, remembering the morning in the foothills of Tarn when first he’d encountered Valin, standing with his wife Meeya, freezing cold and wet, huddled together in the snow surrounded by confused dwarves offering them food and brandy and blankets, all of which had been refused by two elves who were convinced their end had come.
He glanced at Elayeen, but it was Eldengaze who stared back at him, briefly, and he nodded, accepting her refusal to speak and not in the slightest surprised by it.
“Thank you all,” Gawain announced quietly, laying his knife and fork on the plate and dabbing his lips with a napkin before taking another draught of wine. “I think we all have a better understanding of each other, now.”
“Wizard Imzenn is right, my lord,” Bek announced appreciatively, pushing his plate a little further from him and laying his cutlery in the customary position to indicate he had finished eating. “You are wise beyond your years.”
“And will you not favour us with your most memorable meal, my lord?” Imzenn asked, politely and with genuine interest.
Gawain studied the expectant expressions around him, and feeling of great sadness seemed to well up from deep within him.
It’s not things you fight for, y’highness, Captain Hass of the One Thousand whispered quietly, reaching for the wine and refilling his cup, It’s not flags or banners, or crowns or places or treasures. Sometimes, you have to remind yer men what it is they’re fighting and dying for, so they’ll fight harder, and die harder, and do it with fire in their hearts.
Gawain nodded an acknowledgement to the memory of his mentor, and drew in a breath. “There are many I could recount, all of which hold some gem I prize above others. In truth, I don’t remember much about my wedding feast in Tarn, it is a blur, but a happy one. I do remember the fire and ice of Eeelan-t’oth in Elvendere, and with great fondness. I remember simple meals upon the plains, and I remember feasts in the Great Hall, and I remember frak with Martan of Tellek in the pale light from a glowstone lamp in the dark world that lies deep beneath the Teeth.
“I could regale you all with tales, but I shan’t. I hope you will forgive me if I appear to be bending the rules in the manner of General Karn when I tell you the most memorable meal was not one I shared. And my apologies to those who have not finished eating, though I see most of you have. But the most memorable meal for me was the breakfast I and others here present witnessed less than a year ago, in the wild and terrible land that is the Barak-nor, in the north-eastern reaches of Threlland.”
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21. Soldiers of the Kindred
 
“You certainly focused all our minds, Longsword,” Allazar sighed, sipping hot mulled wine while attendants cleared away the last few items on the table and took their leave. The officer of the night-watch had assigned an escort for the caterers to ease their movements during the curfew, and their heavy boot-falls on the decking outside faded slowly.
“You think I made a mistake?” Gawain asked, and the wizard seemed surprised.
“By the Teeth, no, though poor Master Imzenn seemed to lose what was left of his appetite rather abruptly. The sweet biscuits went mostly untouched, too. I’ve saved them on the side table there.”
At the far end of the hall, behind the heavy curtains, soft and lilting elvish drew Gawain’s attention. He’d invited both Valin and Tyrane to set up camp beds in the hall, either at the foot of the dais or near the doors, but both had politely refused, pointing out that as senior officer of the one-twelve and adjutant respectively, they needed to be accessible at all hours “without disturbing the Commander’s sleep.” Thus, they’d taken their leave, to snatch what sleep they could at Ferdan’s main guardhouse.
“At least I have a clearer idea of their qualities, Allazar,” Gawain sipped at his own beaker of hot spice wine. “And I wasn’t trying to be clever at the end. Of all the meals I have ever enjoyed or witnessed, that one in the Barak-nor will haunt me to the end of my days.”
“Those of you who witnessed it will, I am sure, bear the scars a long time. I agree with Master Imzenn though, all at the table tonight now understand much more of each other than they did before, and you are indeed wise beyond your years.”
“Not I. The credit must go to those who taught me. Though at the time I was an idiot and doubtless didn’t recognise the true value of the lessons.”
“Ah, you are simply acquiring the wisdom of the aged, Longsword. And alas, long before you should. It saddens me that you and our lady must endure the burdens of these dark days. They are making you old before your time.”
Gawain shrugged, and drained his beaker. “Without them, she and I would not have become bound together as we were and still are, you and I would not have met, and all the lands would be sleep-walking towards the catastrophe of a Morloch silently hammering his way through the Teeth.”
“Strange, I never thought to hear such calm acceptance of this fate from you, of all people.”
“I don’t think it’s acceptance, Allazar. Just the simple realisation that we’re it. There’s no-one else. Make no mistake, though, Morloch is responsible for all the ills which have befallen the lands, my own in particular. It’s still my intention to repay the debt he is owed. With interest.”
“That, Longsword, has never been in doubt.”
“Do you think we may rely on Imzenn’s white fire, at the far-gor?”
“Hmm? Oh, as much as we have relied upon Master Arramin’s. I believe there are only a few years between the two of them, both are old and very wise in their chosen fields. He did cast fire at that Grimmand, you know. Master Arramin, too.”
Gawain nodded. “It’s just that I’d hoped for more friendly sticks on our side, and big ones at that,” He suddenly yawned, and apologised.
“It’s been a long day, Longsword, and much has happened.”
“It’s been a long year. But yes, I think I’ll turn in.”
“I believe I shall stay up a little longer, I’d like to make some progress on my concise dictionary of foul creatures we hope never to encounter.”
“How far have you got?”
“I’m still on the As. But if the night remains quiet I hope to move swiftly towards B. Besides, we older people don’t need as much sleep as you younger ones seem to do.”
“If it’s trouble sleeping you have, Allazar, hand me your stick for a moment and I’ll soon sort you out.”
“Good night, Longsword, I’ll try not to disturb you when I retire.”
Gawain smiled, and nodded, and then took a noticeable breath before striding towards the curtained dais. He paused there briefly, cleared his throat politely, and stepped through. Both Elayeen and Meeya were in their beds, weapons close to hand, and seemed at first to be sleeping. It took only moments for Gawain to remove his boots, belt and tunic, and then he too was laying on his back, a couple of blankets hastily thrown over himself for warmth. He knew, without looking, that Elayeen was staring at him again. He’d heard the creaking of the ropes on her camp bed when she’d turned onto her left side…
 
She was still laying on her left side and facing him when he woke through force of habit before dawn, though her eyes were closed and her face serene and beautiful in sleep. Gawain simply lay there for a minute or two, watching her sleeping in the dim glow of the lamps, and then, as quietly as he could, he rose, picked up the longsword and his boots, and crept from the dais.
Allazar was dozing at the long table, his head slumped forward, chin on his chest, breathing deeply and softly, his arms wrapped around his staff and a notebook open in front of him. Gawain peered at the page the wizard had been working on, the writing clear and stark upon the page in the light from a lamp placed just beyond the edge of the book. Flagellweed of Tansee; Type of plant, spiked leaves at the base, long stem at the centre upon which is a bulbous head similar to a large thistle. From this head will lash a long whip-like barbed cord a distance of some four feet should a person or animal approach within its range. Poison in barbs is fatal to small animals, excruciating to larger animals or people. Decapitation renders Flagellweed harmless until the head grows back. Ordinary fire destroys the plant but bursts its spore-pods, resulting in the rapid growth of many more plants. Used in order to deny territory, short-lived. Best cremated with white fire.
Allazar had made a brief sketch of the foul creation, and Gawain marvelled at it. It hadn’t occurred to him that dark wizards could or would manufacture vile plants as well as the grotesque creatures they had encountered thus far. With a shudder in the chill of the morning, Gawain stepped quietly away from the sleeping wizard, and headed for the facilities to wash and don his boots.
It was only when Gawain had donned his arrowsilk cloak by the coat-pegs near the doors that Allazar woke with a start, and rubbed his eyes. A slight nod served as a greeting, and the wizard rose quietly from the chair to fill two beakers with cold spice wine. Not until they were both standing on the deck outside the hall, the doors closed behind them, did they speak, and then they did so softly, keenly aware of the two elves standing watch, one each side of the entrance.
“The day looks to be another dull one, Longsword.”
“Yes, damp too by the feel of it. We’ll make a tour of the camp after breakfast, hopefully it won’t take too long.”
“Do you have other plans for the day that I should be aware of?”
“There are a number of things I’d like to do, sooner rather than later. Mostly though I’m not keen on the prospect of dragging my lady through the mud outside the walls. Not all enemies are dark. For as much as she doesn’t want me surrounding myself with strangers beyond her sight, I don’t want to surround her with them either.”
“I doubt the men will expect too much of their Commander and his lady. A brief walk through the camp should suffice. And I have various means of keeping any overly enthusiastic fellows at a safe distance should the need arise.”
“Really?”
Allazar nodded, and sipped at his beaker. The mulled wine had been delightful when hot, but was merely tolerable now it was cold and they were standing in the brisk chill rolling in from across the plains.
“Which reminds me, Allazar, is Imzenn of Mornland’s voice really that resonant? Even Brock would envy the wizard’s timbre.”
“Certainly. There’s no magic involved, if that’s what you mean?”
“I was just checking.”
“Just suspicious, in other words.”
Gawain shrugged, and smiled. “You’d know though, if it was anything other than natural?”
“Longsword, the Dymendin I carry possesses many qualities. It’s why I keep it with me, always. There were, and possibly still are, many in the Hallencloister who would regard it with envious eyes. Yes, I would know. I would feel it, through the wood, in much the same way that ears would hear a sibilant whispering.”
“Good. Let’s hope the stick keeps an ear open when we’re outside the gates then. I don’t trust any whitebeards, as you well know, but there are those outside the gates even Arramin appeared uncomfortable with. You read his notes?”
“I did, and I fear you misunderstood Master Arramin’s descriptions. If he’s uncomfortable with anything, it’s because he’s entirely unused to the nature of the work you asked him to undertake. I honestly don’t think he’d recognise guile in a wizard if it bit him. He’s merely being very cautious, since he understands entirely the nature of our enemy now, and our predicament.”
“Perhaps you’re right. But I think that taciturn one of no fixed abode is worth keeping an eye on, the one with the stick of Ulmus, what was his name?”
“Corax, who possesses a Rod of Aemon made from pure Ulmus heartwood.”
“Yes. There was something in way Arramin described him that made me feel… wary.”
“He is of the D’ith Met, Longsword, and outside the walls of Ferdan, surrounded by almost eight hundred men and dwarves loyal to your new banner. I doubt he’d be there if he meant to inflict harm upon our cause. He could, if he had wished, struck out at the three crowns long before our arrival.”
“What can I say, except keep an eye on him.”
“Longsword, I’ll keep an eye on all of them. And an ear.”
“You can really feel magic around you, with the stick?”
“Yes.”
“And that’s why you keep it with you?”
“Yes.”
“Nothing to do with it being a shiny new toy you can use to make enormous lightning-trees, or dig vast trenches with, then?” Gawain nodded to the rut in the courtyard before them.
Allazar sniffed disdainfully, smiled, and took another sip of wine. “Oh look, here come the caterers, and if I’m not mistaken, that’s a steaming pitcher of breakfast wine one of them carries. I shall admit them. Give me your cup, Longsword, and I’ll be back with something a little more palatable than this cold stuff. Though I cannot vouch for the new wine’s shiny-ness, or lack thereof, obviously.”
Gawain smiled, and handed his beaker to the wizard before stepping forward off the decking, leaving Allazar to open the doors and escort the caterers inside. Gwyn nickered from the shadows of the stables. “Hello, Ugly,” he replied with a whisper, and watched while lacklustre shadows began to form as dawn broke behind a thick grey overcast.
With the dawn came bustle, a changing of the watch, cooking fires were lit, and stable-hands hurried to their tasks with the same verve that cooks and the Wallguard went about theirs. Tyrane appeared in the doorway of the guardhouse, a steaming mug in hand, and he waved a simple greeting across the courtyard towards Gawain, who waved back. From the south there came a strange and rhythmic noise, fading slowly, which Gawain at first was at a loss to identify, but a flurry of hand-signals from the Wallguard to the guardhouse and back again, gave him the answer. The five Riders of Raheen were marching the dwarven infantry contingent to the Grimehalt, for arrow-throwing practice.
Riders of Raheen. Gawain smiled, feeling warm inside in spite of his lack of a tunic beneath the cloak. They were three words he hadn’t imagined uttering again, except in dreams.
“Hot wine, Longsword,” Allazar announced, and handed him a steaming wooden mug. “Our lady has arisen and is enjoying breakfast with Meeya thalangard.”
“Go and join them, Allazar, it’d be a shame for the caterers to see their efforts go to waste. I’m happy enough with frak and the bustle out here.”
“Very well. The scrambled eggs do look rather appetising, I must say. Is something wrong, Longsword? Something distracting you?”
“No, I’m just listening to the sounds of Ferdan, and thinking. Go enjoy the breakfast.”
Allazar frowned, and left Gawain standing alone at the edge of the courtyard, in full view of anyone south of the hall who might care to look his way. And a glance around the walls showed a disproportionate number of elves on watch doing just that. It was as though the Wallguard had been advised that any threat would likely come from within Ferdan, rather than from without, and since Gawain had given no such advice, it was really rather disconcerting.
Even more disconcerting was the way the elves on watch stood, stock still, their bows resting on their boots, faces turned towards him. From time to time he saw their heads shift slightly, while they tracked someone walking across the courtyard perhaps, but that was their only discernable movement.
He lowered his eyes and took a sip of hot wine, and regarded the great rut Allazar’s white fire had ploughed into the compacted earth of the courtyard. Its length, breadth and depth were still mightily impressive. Gawain held the mug to his lips, surreptitiously scanning the walls over its rim, eyeing the elves standing there. A sudden, familiar fluttering in his stomach, and he took a draught of the wine and lowered the mug, gazing at the rut once more, remembering.
The line of the rut was indeed the track the Grimmand had been taking, and while Allazar’s explanation about the creature lowering its head to protect its eyes was plausible, Gawain was still certain that the wizard had been the Grimmand’s secondary target, after the Meggen in the gaol. He replayed the destruction of the creature in his mind, seeing the image of Toomir striding from the stables, and Elayeen’s sudden alert interest in the Sergeant.
He recalled Elayeen deftly flipping her bow to the ready position, her broken fingers almost healed and almost forgotten since they’d arrived in Ostinath at the end of their journey along the canal. He saw her features set, saw her drawing a shaft from the quiver on her back, saw the set expression on Toomir’s face, and then saw her loose the arrow.
In his mind’s eye he saw that arrow slam into Toomir’s chest, dead-centre, and then Gawain himself was running towards Elayeen, sword drawn, while a second of his lady’s arrows slammed into Toomir beside the first. And then the air was filled with fizzing of arrows and the sound of their impact as the Wallguard loosed their shots into the running target. That was when the image of Toomir faded, and the full horror of the Grimmand became visible in all its dread design; then, and only then.
The worms of suspicion wriggling deep within Gawain’s stomach began suddenly to writhe and squirm. In his mind’s eye, Gawain believed, no, he corrected himself, he was certain, that scarcely a heartbeat after Elayeen’s second shaft had struck Toomir in the chest, three from the Wallguard had hit him from three different angles, in the back. A running target, marked by Elayeen with an arrow in the chest, then struck three times from above and behind an instant after her second shaft had been loosed. They couldn’t possibly have seen anything other than Sergeant Toomir, could not have seen the arrow stuck firm and waving like a signalman’s flag in his chest. Yet, without a shout of alarm or an order, at least three elves on the north wall had become aware of the threat, come to the ready, nocked, aimed, and loosed at a sprinting target, all in the blink of an eye.
Gawain glanced up at the walls again. And again, he saw, perhaps only one in three of the guard were facing outwards, in the direction from which a Wallguard and watch commander might realistically expect an attack. The remaining two thirds of the guardsmen he could see were staring straight back at him.
A loud and alarming creak from the western gates drew his attention, and they were swung open. Dawn and daylight had ended the curfew, and Ferdan was becoming a hive of activity. A group of men entered Ferdan and reported to Tyrane, and the adjutant began making notes upon the board of papers which was fast becoming a familiar accessory about the camp. Fewer of the Wallguard now regarded Gawain, most were watching the men coming and going through the gates.
There was a sudden whistling from the north wall, heads turned, and hand signals were relayed from the unseen northeast corner the length of the wall and down to Tyrane. Gawain acknowledged that he’d seen it, too. Fast rider approaching. He drained his mug, turned, and placed it on the deck, then faced the gates again, drawing his boot knife and a lump of frak. And there he stood, thinking, and eating, waiting for the messenger to arrive. It could mean anything, or nothing, and there was no point fretting about it. Instead, Gawain cut a figure of complete calm and self-assurance, standing in plain view of all, quietly enjoying his frugal breakfast.
 He didn’t have to wait too long before a tired-looking horse and rider swung in through the gates, wet and mud-spattered. The rider reined in, and helpful guards and stable-hands pointed towards the tall and rather splendid-looking figure of Tyrane standing near the guardhouse doors. At once, the rider hurried across the intervening space, leaving his horse to the care of the stables while he made a brief verbal report. Gawain watched the exchange, and was pleased to note that as soon as Tyrane had made a written report of the rider’s information, the fellow saluted and hurried back to the stables, to help tend to his horse.
Tyrane ambled across the courtyard towards Gawain, looking as though he were simply enjoying a morning stroll, giving no hint of alarm or excitement.
“Morning, m’lord.”
“Morning, Tyrane. Though a damp and dreary one.”
“Aye. Don’t think this overcast will burn off today. Officer of the day-watch says he thinks tomorrow will be brighter, though.”
“I hope so. Though to be honest, I’ll put up with the weather if that’s the price of not having my view interrupted by a tree every ten paces or so.”
Tyrane grinned. “I know what you mean. It’s nice to have a big sky overhead, and not broken bits of it glimpsed through branches and leaves. Rider of the RJC mid-rangers just arrived, m’lord, bearing two reports from the north. Both similar, one from the beacon-watch, one from a long-range patrol from Threlland. Increased activity from those Condavian birds. Seems there are now more of them, overflying the farak gorin to the east and the west.”
Gawain nodded, thoughtfully. “The enemy are becoming increasingly watchful then.”
“So it would seem. I’ve told the fellow to rest, himself and his horse, get some hot food inside him. He’ll head back out to rejoin his patrol tomorrow, with fresh rations for them all.”
“Give him my compliments, and ask him to pass them to his comrades with a message for the beacon-watch and Threlland long-rangers. ‘Keep good watch, relying on you all, Gawain, Commander, Kindred Forces Ferdan.’ At least they’ll know we value their reports.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“Anything else? You were busy the moments the gates opened.”
“Reports from the camp, contingent officers reporting in. Quiet night, no absentees, no new arrivals. I thought it might be an idea to implement a dawn roll-call.”
“Really?”
“There was a bit of nonsense yesterday afternoon I didn’t want to bother you with. Seems all sorts of rumours have circulated the camp, ‘how to tell when a Grimmand is in your company’, that kind of thing. Some poor soul with a lazy eye was rather alarmed to find himself accosted by his comrades and pricked with a dagger to see what colour his blood came out. Though what they would’ve done if it’d come out black, no-one knows.”
“Dwarfspit!”
“Indeed, m’lord. I hope I’ve put a stop to it, and the roll-calls should give a degree of added security. That, and a little chant one of the cooks from Mornland came up with.”
“A chant? What kind of chant?”
“Ah.”
“Ah what, Tyrane?”
“Well… It seems one of the general hands, a cook from Mornland, came up with a little chant which is doing the rounds. Yesterday, when the wizard Arramin and the two lads, Rollaf and Terryn, were doing the rounds, one of them, Rollaf I think, put it about that those Grimmand things can’t laugh. He said an excellent way to test for a Grimmand was to ask the suspect to sing the cook’s chant, and if the person couldn’t do so, or didn’t at least smile at the end, a wizard should immediately be called.”
Gawain blinked, astonished. “What’s the chant?”
“Ah.”
“Out with it, Tyrane. I’m taking the wizard and my lady on a tour of the camp shortly and if I’m challenged by some oaf who thinks I’m a Grimmand I’ll need to know.”
Tyrane’s face cracked into a broad grin in spite of himself. “As long as you remember it was a cook from Mornland who came up with it, and not me, m’lord.”
“Out with it.”
Tyrane cleared his throat, and glanced around, then over Gawain’s shoulder at the two Jurian guardsmen who had replaced the elves on duty at the doors to the hall. They were well within earshot but doing their level best to look stone-faced and efficient.
“It goes like this, m’lord: We’re soldiers of the Kindred, boys, we come from all the lands, and when we meet that Morloch ‘spit, we’ll kick him in the glands.”
The two guards at the door couldn’t contain the sudden bark of laughter that burst from their lips, and neither could Gawain.
 
Gawain was still smiling an hour later, when the three of Raheen, accompanied by Meeya and Valin and four thalangard of the one-twelve, delighted those soldiers of the Kindred with a slow walk through their camp. Though Gawain had intended it to be a simple and somewhat hasty tour, the broad smiles and unconcealed pride the men and women outside the walls displayed at their approach melted his resolve, and lunch was taken with men of the Callodon volunteers before they were three quarters of the way through the tour. Indeed, Gawain would later quietly admit to Tyrane when they returned within the walls of Ferdan that he was a little disappointed that no-one had challenged him to the Grimmand test.
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22. Matchet Mounters
 
“How is our list of assets coming along?” Gawain asked his adjutant.
They were seated at the long table in the hall, Allazar quietly adding to the Fs in his notebook, Meeya and Elayeen conversing with each other by the side-table nearby, the pair of them picking at the plate of sweet biscuits there.
“It’s growing. The locals were suspicious at first, I think. Worried we might commandeer all their worldly goods. Until of course they realised it was far more likely to be Morlochmen doing the commandeering come winter, and now they’re working furiously.”
“Good. Every little thing might count. Especially if it’s sharp or pointy. Is General Karn available? I’d like to take a look in the stores, and especially at those four grappinbows. They might prove very useful.”
“I’ll send word, m’lord.”
Tyrane stood, leaving his board and notes upon the table while strode to the door to signal a runner and send word to Karn. Gawain peeked at the board, a simple affair of wood drilled to accommodate a pair of neatly-tied strings which bound a sheaf of papers to it. For convenience, a pencil, also drilled through, was tied by a length of string to the board. It was ingenious, and Gawain had seen nothing like it, though imagined that clerks in all the lands might be familiar with such devices. Tyrane’s was a neat, efficient hand, and Gawain understood more the value Brock had placed in him. Tyrane could see the larger whole from all of its parts, where most men couldn’t see the woods for the trees.
“The General should be here shortly, m’lord. With your permission I’ll escort you to the main stores where the grappinbows are located, and introduce you to the Quartermaster and his staff, but then if you don’t need me any further I must about my duties.”
“Of course.”
Gawain stood, slung the longsword over his shoulder, and waited while Meeya and Elayeen prepared to join him. “There’s no need for you to come, my lady,” Gawain offered, and received a disdainful flick of Elayeen’s eyes by way of a reply.
She had declared that there was ‘nothing dark’ outside the walls within the range of her sight, and that had been a relief in some quarters, until Gawain pointed out that the Threlland infantry were out on manoeuvres at the Grimehalt so the ‘survey’ was far from complete. Now, clearly, Eldengaze intended to take no chances that something of Morloch’s making hadn’t evaded Ferdan’s security for a second time and yet lurked within the walls.
When Karn arrived, Tyrane led the way, followed by Gawain and the General, though Allazar remained in the hall working on his book and Elayeen and Meeya kept a good distance to the rear.
“Anything in particular you’re interested in, my lord?” Karn growled.
“Yes, the grappinbows. I remember Martan of Tellek speaking of them, briefly, but I’ve never seen one. I’d like to gauge their usefulness, and see one for myself. I’ll want all four of them at the front.”
“Of course. You’ll need crews for them though, three apiece, maybe four.”
“Really? So many?”
Karn, pale blue eyes sparkling beneath his bushy white brows, grinned up at the young man. “You’ll know why when you see ‘em, my lord.”
“That’s the main store, m’lord,” Tyrane announced, pointing to a long, low shed with a sloped roof. What few windows there were, and there weren’t many, had been boarded up, and a couple of guards stood outside the large double-doors at its end which gave access to the interior.
“It used to be a dormitory for the detachment stationed here, years ago,” Tyrane explained, leading them around the back of the building to a single door, beside which was a barred and glazed window facing a row of workshops. “Locals have used it to store all sorts for at least twenty years.”
The adjutant banged twice on the door, and a hatch slid back to reveal a pair of stern eyeballs before it slid shut and bolts were drawn. The door swung open, revealing a guardsman in Jurian colours. The man saluted, and held the door open for the small party to enter.
A portly and somewhat elderly man was introduced as Dowse, the Quartermaster of Ferdan, and he in turn introduced his two considerably younger assistants. The office area they were standing in was gloomy, lit from the single window, and Gawain half expected them to light torches before taking the visitors into the cavernous interior of the vast shed. But instead, Dowse made a twirling motion with his finger pointing upwards, and the two assistants at once opened an interior door and disappeared.
By the time the group stepped through the portal, a strange rumbling noise filled the shed, and a long sliver of grey afternoon light appeared above them, widening as the two assistants cranked a pair of cast-iron wheels set into the wall. They stopped cranking when the twenty-foot sliver of light had grown to fully four feet in width, and the interior was revealed in all its shabby glory.
Boxes, crates, drums, barrels, and all manner of materiel was stacked neatly in rows, leaving narrow pathways between and down which Dowse strode, walking ahead of them. Tyrane took his leave then to go about his duties, leaving Dowse in command of the stores which were his domain. The grappinbows were at the far end of the shed, closest to another pair of large and heavy doors, barred by an immense plank of ancient hardwood.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain gasped, “I didn’t expect them to be so large.”
“Now you know why they need a crew, my lord,” Karn smiled.
The grappinbows were immense, resting on simple four-wheeled towing dollies, cartwheels on iron axles fixed together by a simple box girder. Superficially, they appeared like giant crossbows, and that was indeed their form and their function. But the limbs of the bow were steel leaf-springs, held tightly together by forged brackets beaten into place while red-hot. From tip to tip, the limbs were at least twelve feet across, or so Gawain judged. No simple string could serve for such an enormous catapult, and where a crossbow’s twisted cord should be, was a rope of twisted steel. At the near end of what looked like a cast-iron channel set into a fifteen-foot hardwood stock were a pair of large wheels not unlike those the Quartermaster’s assistants had cranked to open the roof.
“A couple of lads will crank those wheels, fast, like their lives depend on it. That’ll operate the mechanism within, which’ll draw back the string until the latch engages. Then, the ‘bowman will crank this rod, under the end of the tiller, to raise or lower the back of the grappinbow to take aim. They’ll slip the rear end off the back axle and move the wheels out of the way, but usually leave the front ones on to adjust the aim left or right before locking ‘em down.
“After that, the shaft and crown are prepared and loaded. Somewhere… ah, here,” Karn prised open the lid of a long box, and drew out a four-foot iron rod about an inch in diameter. One end had been hammered out in a forge to give the impression of crude fletching. “This is the shaft, simple thing, nothing noteworthy.”
Karn handed Gawain the heavy rod, opened the lid of a much smaller crate, and took out a dull silver-grey fluted and pointed object some eight inches long.
“Here’s the crown. Fits onto the shaft like this,” and Karn mimed pressing the crown onto the end of the shaft. “Once it’s fitted, it doesn’t come off. It’s Morgmetal. Not very common, hard as glass, tougher than steel or iron, bugger to forge. Crown’s got these two rings formed into it, see? Now, on the front of the ‘bow is an iron ring. Shaft and crown are assembled and loaded on the bed, and then the loader will pass the end of a barrelful of silkstring through the ring on the crown and tie it to the ring on the ‘bow. When that’s done, the bowman adjusts his aim, then takes his hammer, and whacks that plate there on the end of the tiller, loosing the shaft.
“Shaft flies off, and the silkstring passes smoothly through the ring in the crown, uncoiling from its barrel as it does. At the far side of the gorge, chasm, or river, the shaft hits the rock wall or other solid target the bowman was aiming at. The crown, being of Morgmetal, penetrates into the rock as far as the rings will allow, but can’t be pulled back out again, not with the flutes designed as they are, see?”
Gawain saw, and was fascinated.
“Then, at the ‘bow side of the gap, the silkstring is untied from the ring at the front on the ‘bow, and tied to the end of the mile of twist-cord in that barrel there. They pull the silkstring back across the gap, coiling it neatly back into its barrel as they do ready for next time, pulling the twist-cord across the gap, through the ring in the crown, all the way back over to the crew. There, the silkstring is untied and stowed away, and the twist-cord tied to the cable-rope. And then…”
“And then that’s drawn back through the ring, the cord stowed in the barrel.”
“And so ye have it, m’lord. Of course, if there’s someone on the other side, all that fuss isn’t altogether necessary, but in most cases, there’s no-one on the other side, and that’s why the grappinbow was made, and all the rest of the gubbins.”
Gawain ran his hand along the stock of the immense machine, marvelling at the design and construction. Then his fingers felt something rough, and glancing down, he saw words lightly carved into the wood beside the iron channel. Niklas Thurmount.
“What’s this, Karn? The maker’s name?”
“Eh? Oh!” Karn laughed and shook his head, “No, Thurmount is the name of one of the peaks of Threlland, actually not far from Tornrek. Niklas is the name of a renowned grappinbowman, the first they send for when a job needs his skills. They say he can thread the eye of a needle at half a mile. He’d be the only one with brass neck enough to put his name to a ‘bow. Technically, they’re all owned by his Majesty, on account of the cost of the things, especially the Morgmetal crowns.”
“Is he here? In Ferdan?”
Karn shrugged. “Given his reputation, he could well be. Can’t see him allowing his ‘bow to be dragged off to who knows where in the lowlands without him. Want me to find him for you?”
“Yes,” Gawain muttered, caressing the grappinbow, and remembering the Kraal in the woodlands south of Jarn. “Yes, please. And any others who might have accompanied him. These are magnificent, and will come in very handy at the front.”
“I’ll see to it as soon as the infantry is back from the Grimehalt, my lord.”
“Thank you.”
“Anything else I can help you with?”
“Not unless you know what a ‘coulter’ is. Apparently we have lots of them.”
Karn smiled and gave a slight shrug. “Alas.”
On a sudden impulse, Gawain turned to the Quartermaster. “I understand we have a number of antique halberds, are they here?”
“Yes, my lord, if you’ll follow me?”
Follow they did, the length of the cavernous storehouse, until they arrived a neat stack of long, narrow boxes.
“A dozen to a box, my lord,” Dowse explained, prising open a lid to expose the contents.
The poles, of seasoned ash from the looks of them, were six feet long, and topped by the gleaming spiked axe-heads Gawain had expected.
“Don’t look very antique to me,” Karn mumbled, as quietly as his harsh voice would allow.
Gawain smiled. “How many do we have, I can’t remember off hand?”
Dowse squinted, as if staring at something far off. “Four hundred and eight, my lord.”
“Boxes?” Gawain gasped.
“No, my lord, halberds.”
“Ah. Excellent. I don’t suppose you know what a ‘coulter’ is, Quartermaster?”
“No, Serre, but I do know we’ve got boxes of them. If you’ll follow me?”
Gawain nodded, and with a shrug to Karn, of they went again, under the watchful but silent gaze of Elayeen and Meeya.
“Coulters, my lord,” Dowse announced, indicating four wooden crates with the word ‘coulters’ emblazoned upon them.
“Excellent, Quartermaster. If you could open one, please?”
“Of course, my lord.”
Dowse lifted a lid, reached in, and withdrew a two-foot long tapered flat steel bar, one edge of which had been ground to form a knife-edge for about two-thirds of its length.
“Is it a weapon?” Karn asked as Gawain hefted the thing.
“If it’s not, it soon will be.”
“Curious thing,” Karn muttered, after Gawain handed it to him.
“How many do we have, Quartermaster?”
“Three hundred and seventy-one, my lord, including that one.”
Gawain shot a smile at Karn, who promptly handed the implement back to Dowse who in turn gently restored the coulter to its box.
“Thank you, Quartermaster Dowse, I think that’ll be all for now. I appreciate your time, and the care you and your men are taking of our supplies. We’ll need them all soon, of that I have no doubt.”
“My lord,” Dowse acknowledged, and led them back to the office. While the two assistants cranked the roof closed, Gawain again thanked the Quartermaster, and they took their leave of the stores.
“I’m off in search of Tyrane, General, there’s some work to be done.”
Karn was just about to answer when a loud cheering could be heard drifting across Ferdan from beyond the south wall.
“What in sight of the sun’s that all about?” Karn asked, looking towards the north wall in hope of signalling a guardsman, but the workshops blocked their view of it.
“No idea. Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound like a threat.”
They strode, calmly but purposefully and keenly aware of Elayeen keeping up behind them, back towards the courtyard, and met Tyrane coming the other way to find them.
“Wagons from the south, my lords,” Tyrane exclaimed happily, “Fresh supplies from Juria and Callodon, including what looks like a small herd of milk cows!”
“How many wagons?”
“Wallguard reported a convoy of twenty, m’lord.”
“Excellent. The wagons are to remain here, the waggoners themselves are at liberty to return to their homelands or remain if they wish. But we’ll need all the vehicles and draught animals we can get for our advance to the far-gor.”
“Understood, m’lord. I’ll pass the word. Valin is making arrangements to search the wagons and examine their contents and personnel outside the gates. I’ll make a further report when details are available.”
“Thanks, Tyrane, and my compliments to Valin.”
“M’lord.”
“Oh! By the way, what do you call a fellow who attaches handles to things?”
“M’lord?”
“In your list of occupations present in Ferdan, is there a, I don’t know the correct title, a handle-fitter? Perhaps a carpenter would do the job.” When Tyrane and Karn simply blinked in surprise, Gawain continued, explaining: “In the store we have halberds, and coulters. I want the halberd poles cut in half. The halves with the heads attached can go back in the boxes. The remaining three-foot lengths of pole are then to be fitted to the coulter blades and the finished weapons put in the boxes with the half-length halberds.”
“Yes, m’lord,” Tyrane scribbled hasty notes on his board, and when Gawain nodded an acknowledgement, gave a brief salute and turned away again.
Gawain watched his adjutant hurrying back towards the guardhouse and the group of thalangard barring the way through the open gates of Ferdan, and then turned to Karn.
“D’you think those grappinbows could be mounted in wagons, instead of on those towing dollies?”
Karn’s eyebrows arched. “Don’t see why not, my lord. Though the dollies are sturdy, and brought them all the way here from across the peaks.”
Gawain smiled. “I’m not thinking only of transport. The dollies will work well enough for that. I was thinking more of deployment, when we form our lines.”
“Best people to speak to are the grappinbow crews, my lord. If Niklas of Thurmount is in our volunteer contingent, he’ll be the man to answer all questions grappinbow.”
“Thank you, Karn…”
Another round of cheering, louder than the first, erupted from beyond the south wall as Gawain and Karn strode towards the courtyard.
“What is it this time I wonder, another wagon train of supplies?”
“No, my lord,” Karn grinned, blue eyes wide and sparkling. “Look up and to the right, on the high pole yonder.”
Gawain shifted his gaze towards the south-western corner of the palisade, where a tall and slender flag-staff had for countless years flown the colours of Juria. There, at its top, fluttering in the gentle breezes of a grey and lacklustre day was the newly-commissioned flag of the Kindred Army, three circles and a sword, on a field of pale green.
A sudden instinct made Gawain turn and glance over his right shoulder, and there he saw Elayeen standing perhaps three feet behind him, Meeya to her right, and both of them gazing up at the flag. A flag which, after the real circles and sword had blinded her at Raheen, Elayeen should not be able to see. Yet, when he turned further to face her, it was Eldengaze who swivelled her head to peer straight into his eyes, and as if to confirm her identity, she held him, pinned, until his heart began to pound and his lungs began to ache, before she turned away once more…
 
It was an hour or so after the raising of the banner and the arrival of the convoy of supplies, and Allazar still laboured over his notebook in the gloom of the hall, glowstone lamps providing necessary assistance to the sombre light from the windows. Gawain sat in his now-customary position at the head of the table, reading Tyrane’s lists.
“Pickled Roping? What’s a ‘pickled roping’?”
“Roping is a kind of fish, m’lord. Similar to an eel. They’ve had a long journey; they’re a contribution from Port Yarris and other fishing villages on the Callodon coast, along with pickled herring and stockfish.”
“Are they tasty?”
“The pickled roping, m’lord?”
Gawain nodded, looking a little dubious. “Any of them, really.”
“The, uhm, pickled roping is something of an acquired taste, m’lord. Stockfish is an excellent ingredient for stews and soups. And being dry, very light.”
“Very well, have the caterers speak to the cooks in the camp, see what can be done with the pickled fish. I think I have a use for the jars, empty, so they’re to be returned to stores once the contents are consumed. The dried fish, stockfish, can go with us to the far-gor, we can eat them either on the way or once we’re they’re. They’ll make a change from frak and freenmek for the men.”
“M’lord. And the fresh vegetables?”
“Distribute them evenly, they won’t stay fresh for long. Some hearty stews and soups will be welcome outside the walls as well as within. Was there any trouble commandeering the wagons?”
“None, m’lord. The waggoners themselves have volunteered to drive them north.”
“Excellent.”
“Wallguard reported sighting the dwarven contingent returning to camp from the Grimehalt as I was on my way over. It’s getting damper outside, and darker as a result. That ‘soft rain’ Byrne seems so fond of. Oh, and I found a hacker and a matchet mounter who are working with a carpenter and his apprentice to haft those coulters. They said they could do a crude but effective job of it if they can use some of the twist-cord we have in stores.”
“Good, that’s fine, let them have the cord and whatever else they need.”
“We have plenty of weapons, m’lord,” Tyrane said softly, “Are we expecting reinforcements to wield these hafted coulters?”
“No, I have another use for them, when we reach the far-gor. Anything else I should know about?”
Tyrane smiled. “Word from outside the walls speaks of vastly improved morale since you and your lady toured the camp. That, and the raising of the new banner, did much more to lift spirits than even the arrival of fresh supplies. And speaking of banners, pennants are being turned out as fast as possible, there’s something of a clamour for them, it seems.”
Gawain smiled, though a little sadly. “Well, if such simple things will lend a bit of strength to weary legs on the march north, then the more the merrier.”
“Indeed, m’lord.”
“How do we stand now, Tyrane, in your expert opinion?”
“Aside from numbers of men and women at arms, and a lack of clean linen and proper bedding, this latest shipment of supplies has addressed my major concerns. Milk and cheese will soon be available again, but of course the cows will need good grass along with the horses. If we remain too much longer in Ferdan, my lord, the animals will have to graze further and further afield.”
“Were there no grains in the wagons for the horses?”
“Very little, m’lord. Most of the grain is wheat or corn for bread.”
“Tell the stable-master to report immediately he begins to fear for the welfare of the horses. They seem fit and healthy enough, those I’ve seen. But they’ll need exercise, and good food, the same as we all do.”
“Aye m’lord. I do have one question, it’s being asked of me today.”
“What is it?”
“The report we received this morning, about the increase in those Condavians and their activity? What does it mean?”
Gawain shrugged. “I imagine it means that the enemy now know our intent is to ride north and meet them in battle. They’re keeping an eye open for us, and probably looking to prevent us from seeing any movements they themselves might be making.”
“How could they know? Even if they have a spy in the camp, how could they know so quickly?”
“Always best to assume the enemy know everything you do, and you won’t be surprised if you discover that they do. But we shan’t make it easy for them, Tyrane. Keep the curfew in force, and have the gate-watch keep track of all those passing through the gates.”
“M’lord.”
Tyrane accepted the notes passed back to him by Gawain, and then took his leave.
“Allazar.”
“Hmmm? Longsword?” Allazar muttered, not looking up from his work.
“You’ve been very quiet.”
“The Gs are problematic, Longsword, especially since every time I try to think of them, all that pops into my head is the Gothen, and their lamentable and despicable history and nature.”
“Well far be it from me to interrupt your contemplation of the mystic alphabet, wizard, but I have a question.”
“Hmm?”
“What in the name of the Teeth is a coulter?”
“That would be under ‘C’, Longsword,” Allazar mumbled, and then suddenly exclaimed “Ah! Giant Flagellweed of Tansee!” and began scribbling furiously.
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23. Smoke
 
Niklas of Thurmount, when Karn presented the grappinbowman to Gawain on the deck outside the hall, was perhaps a little shorter than Rak of Tarn, at around five feet tall. But he was broad of shoulder, and hard-packed muscles bulged and strained beneath the sleeves of the coarse brown shirt he wore under a sleeveless tunic. He was, perhaps, it was difficult to say, in his mid- to late twenties, and a mop of curly brown hair crowned a powerful face set on a corded and thick-set neck.
“At yer service, milord,” Niklas grunted, looking more than a little uncomfortable in the presence of both Gawain and Karn.
“Thank you, General,” Gawain said quietly, “I’ll let you get on with working out the provisions the men’ll need for the march.”
“Commander,” Karn saluted, smiling, and took the hint, leaving Gawain alone with the ‘bowman.
“I’m told you’re the best grappinbowman in all Threlland,” Gawain smiled, “And can thread the eye of a needle at half a mile.”
“Have to be bloody big needle,” Niklas muttered, adding a hasty “Milord” as an afterthought.
“Bloody big indeed, given the size of the Morgmetal crowns I saw today.”
“Aye.”
“I saw your ‘bow. At least, it had your name carved into the stock.”
“Aye, came with it, me and the lads from Thurmount.”
“You’ve brought your grappinbow crew too?”
“Aye milord. Brek, Jok, and Rocknoggin.”
“Rocknoggin?”
Niklas smiled sheepishly. “Arr, well, none of us know what his real name is. He’s older’an all of us put together. Got a scar,” and the dwarf ran a hand across the crown of his head.
“How did he come by it?”
“Years ago, afore any of us were born, he were a ‘bowloader and cord-hitch even then. His job’s to fit crown to shaft, load the ‘bow, then thread the silkstring and tie ‘er off. Then check all’s clear fer the shot, give the word, and the ‘bowman looses. He were tying the ‘string to the ring-bolt, front of the grappinbow? On his hands and knees like they do, and then the ‘bow latch slipped. Shot raked across the top of his ‘ead, on its way clear across the Chakkard Gap. They say you can still see bits of his ‘air in the ‘ole where the crown-bolt buried ‘erself in the western bridge-path, but I dunno if I believe that. Milord.”
Gawain did his best not to laugh. “Rocknoggin,” he said, again. “Any dwarf who survived being shot in the head with a grappinbow sounds like a handy fellow to have around in a fight.”
“Aye,” Niklas grinned, “But he’ll need pointing in the right direction, bit slow on the uptake is Rocknoggin.”
“Did the other grappinbow crews accompany their machines from Threlland, do you know?”
“Aye, though us were the last to arrive. Want me to go get ‘em?”
“No, there’s no need. What I’d like to know is, can the grappinbows be mounted in wagons?”
“They got wheels, milord, it’s how we got ‘em ‘ere.”
Gawain smiled. “I know. I meant when we get to the farak gorin. Some of the targets I’ll want you to hit will be on foot, but there might be some in the air, too, and looking at the grappinbow today, I don’t think you can get the elevation needed to shoot high enough.”
“Arr.”
“I thought if the front of the ‘bow was fixed to the bed of a wagon, you could lower the tailpiece far enough to be able to shoot high. I’d also like the ‘bows covered, if possible, so the enemy don’t see them until they can’t do anything about it.”
“I get yer drift, milord. Front o’ the ‘bow’s got an axle-mount, for setting on the dolly axle, and raising and lowering the aim. All we’d need’s an axle-mount bolted to the wagon, I reckon. Beggin’ yer pardon, m’lord, just how big’s these birds you’ll be wanting me to shoot?”
“Bigger than a needle at half a mile.”
Niklas grinned. “Long as they ain’t moving too quick, you mark the needles, milord, I’ll thread ‘em.”
Gawain grinned. “Come with me, I’d like you to meet Captain Tyrane, my adjutant.”
“Aye milord.”
And with a nod of his head and a hand on Niklas’ powerful arm, Gawain lead led Niklas from the deck and headed across the courtyard towards the guardhouse and Tyrane.
“You wouldn’t happen to know what a coulter is, by any chance?”
Niklas shrugged. “Bloke wot makes coults?”
Gawain grinned again, and caught Tyrane’s eye. The officer dismissed a runner he’d been talking to, and turned to face his Commander and the dwarf with him. Gawain introduced Niklas to his adjutant, and gave orders that four wagons be modified according to Niklas’ and his crew’s specifications and supervision, and left them to it.
When he turned to return to the hall, Gawain was shocked to see Elayeen standing alone in the middle of the courtyard, bow in hand and on boot, with Meeya looking on from the hall doorway some forty yards further beyond. He strode towards her, and then slowed, noting the set of her features.
“You will not leave Ferdan without me, I said,” the voice of Eldengaze rasped when he was standing before her, “Nor will you surround yourself with strangers in the absence of my Sight, I said.”
“I know…”
She lifted her eyes and pinned him. “Yet you left me in the hall, and left my Sight to leave with a stranger.”
When she released him, Gawain struggled to control the bubble of anger threatening to burst within him. “On the road to Jarn, my lady,” he hissed quietly, “You could see the darkness of a Kraal a mile away through woodland. In the great forest on the avenue leading to the city in the south, you could see the darkness of the Kiromok through the trunks of mighty darkwood trees at five hundred paces. Are you telling me now you cannot see the darkness across a few hundred feet of empty courtyard and a rough-hewn pine-plank wall?”
Elayeen did not answer. Gawain reached forward to grasp her arms, just below the shoulders.
“Don’t touch me,” she rasped again.
“And when has Eldengaze ever used the word don’t? What is happening to you, Elayeen? Tell me! We ride for war, perhaps to our doom, and Morloch waits to smite us all! I need the Sight of the Eldenelves to keep us all alive long enough to get to that river of bitchrock where I can force the bastard’s hand! Tell me now! Are you Eldengaze or Elayeen! Tell me now! What is happening to you!”
Elayeen blinked, and for a moment, a fleeting moment less than heartbeat, less even than the blink of her eyes, Gawain thought he saw her pupils wide and black in the gloom of the late afternoon. But then her eyes were all Eldengaze, hazel-green and flecked with gold, pinpoints where the windows to her life-light should be.
“I am the Sight, sent to watch over the Word and the Deed! Don’t touch me!” and with that, Elayeen twisted from his grip, and pinned him briefly again before turning her back and striding back towards Meeya and the hall, Gawain hard on her heels.
“Don’t walk away from me, Elayeen!” Gawain hissed, “Do you think I haven’t seen the changes in you? Did you think I wouldn’t notice!”
Elayeen stopped, but did not turn, gazing instead towards the hall some thirty yards away.
“You keep telling me, Elayeen, you keep telling me you are the Sight, sent to watch over me. Well do you think I ever stopped watching you? Do you think I ever stopped noticing you?”
Gawain stepped close behind her, his cloak lightly brushing hers, her head in front of his left shoulder while he continued:
“Do you think there was ever a single moment on our journey from Raheen when I didn’t yearn for your return?”
“Do you think I don’t know you, Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen? Do you think I don’t know who it is you prefer standing at your side in the coming battle?” the voice of Eldengaze echoed from the depths of elder times, but this time, that ancient voice did not grate upon Gawain’s nerves, nor send a shudder the length of his spine. This time, the voice simply sounded dead, old, as dread as the voice of a corpse might sound should the dead ever learn to speak. And that seemed almost more terrifying than the flint-on-steel grating that only Gawain and Allazar ever heard.
“E, what is happening to you?” Gawain whispered, suddenly afraid, for her as well as for himself.
“Don’t touch me. And don’t question me. You will not leave Ferdan without me, and you will not surround yourself with strangers in the absence of my Sight.”
And with that, Elayeen continued walking back to the hall, leaving Gawain, heart pounding, rooted to the spot. When Elayeen got to the deck at the front of the hall she stepped nimbly up to join Meeya there, and then glanced over her shoulder at Gawain before both elves turned their backs on him and went inside.
He was stunned, and would have admitted it at once should anyone have asked him. The one thing he had yearned for since leaving the Great Hall of Raheen seemed to be coming to pass, and the one thing he, and all the kindred forces, would be relying upon to keep them free from Morloch’s darkness seemed to be fading. Worse, there was a quality of passion in the way she said Don’t touch me that had seemed to reach into the pit of Gawain’s stomach and rip out a large part of him, leaving an awful emptiness behind.
Whistles, shrill and urgent, drew his attention to the north wall where frantic hand-signals relayed a message for the second time that day: fast rider approaching. Gawain eyed the open doors to the hall to his right, emotions in turmoil, and then a sudden breeze brought with it a fluttering noise, and he glanced over his left shoulder and saw the new banner of the kindred forces atop the flag-staff falling back from the gust which had briefly unfurled it. Pennants too, of pale green and bearing the new symbol, were proliferating, springing up here and there, and suddenly the sight of them brought a strange calm flooding over him.
“Captain, you’ve made it quite clear that men don’t fight for things, or flags or banners,” he heard himself saying, riding towards the barracks north of the Downland Pass and eyeing the banners streaming in the brisk easterly breezes sweeping in over the plateau from Callodon.
“Quite so, y’highness.”
“Then why do we have so many of the things all over the place?”
Captain Hass had grinned. “So you know which side yer on, where yer friends are, and who the enemy is. They also serve to show the enemy it’s time for despair because yes, indeed, it’s us who are coming!”
 
Gawain nodded to himself, and turned his back on the hall, striding purposefully towards the guardhouse and Tyrane waiting there. This was a time for leadership, not for fretting about the curse a group of long dead and dust eldenbeards had inflicted upon Elayeen, or its waning. The one thing all at Ferdan must do was follow Gawain, and they must do so believing they couldn’t hope for anything more than delaying Morloch’s forces. Public spats with his lady would hardly serve to inspire the kind of faith Gawain knew he needed from those all around him, and if she could no longer ‘see’ as far as the guardhouse, then so be it; if she could, then she had no reason to complain.
“I’ve sent your dwarf ‘bowman to Dowse in the stores, m’lord,” Tyrane announced, “With a warrant to requisition whatever he needs and a subaltern to ensure he gets it.”
“Thanks, Tyrane. I’ve a feeling we’ll need Niklas and the other grappinbow crews when push comes to shove at the far-gor.”
“The rider’s from the RJC mid-rangers, appears to be coming in from west of north.”
“Let’s hope it’s more good news. We’ve had two cheers from the men outside the walls, a third would be a charm.”
There was a brief period of frenetic activity, day-watch officers forming a gauntlet at the gate down which the rider would have to pass. Gawain was surprised to see the wizard Imzenn step out of the guardhouse and take up a position at the end of the gauntlet, slender staff in hand and facing towards the open gates.
They didn’t have to wait long before the horse, slowing rapidly, cantered in, the rider bringing her steed to a halt in front of the wizard and dismounting. Imzenn held the staff forward a little, and a bright light shone from its upper end briefly, and then faded. He nodded, the men of the gauntlet returned to their duty-stations and the lathered horse was hastily led away by eager stable-hands.
The rider followed Imzenn’s polite nod and strode hastily to Gawain and Tyrane, pulling off her helmet and mopping her brow as she went, chestnut brown hair tumbling over her shoulders.
“Serre, my lord,” she saluted, the helm tucked under her arm, “Cherris, north-west mid-range, I have news from long-rangers. They report sighting a large bird heading south from close to the northwest beacon. In truth, it’s moving fast, it must sleep on the wing or not sleep at all, for it’s not far behind me. I caught sight of it several hours ago, it seems to trend south but swings to the east and west, zigzag pattern.”
“Thank you, Cherris,” Gawain acknowledged the report, “Anything else?”
“No, my lord.”
“Get some rest and refreshments, you’ve earned them.”
“My lord,” Cherris saluted again, and strode off towards the stables.
“This doesn’t sound like any good news you were hoping for, m’lord.” Tyrane sighed, finishing making a record of the Royal Jurian Cavalry rider’s report.
“True, though it might not be all bad. If it’s one of those Condavians sent to gauge the strength of our forces, it could mean we’re making Morloch nervous. Or perhaps the bastard just wants a look at our new banner. Launch red, Tyrane, have the men stand to.”
Tyrane smiled grimly. “Aye, m’lord. Signalman! Launch red!”
“Launch red, Serre?” a young voice filled with excitement called back for confirmation.
“Red is the colour!” Tyrane confirmed.
At once, a young lad, wearing a Callodon Guard tunic far too large for his slender frame, scurried up a rickety flight of poorly-made wooden steps to a small platform on the guardhouse roof, and began urgently waving a red flag on a stick. Gawain followed his gaze, and saw identical red flags being waved from both the north wall and the south. Then there was woosh! and a streamer of white smoke shot up from somewhere behind the hall, racing into the murky sky, only to explode high over Ferdan with a loud report, an immense ball of red blossoming to mark the end of the maroon’s brief flight.
Ferdan became a hive of urgent activity, guards racing to the perilous walkways about the walls, and from without came the muffled sounds of signal whistles, drums, horns, and shouts of command. If the speed and urgency which followed the signal maroon were impressive, so too was the short amount of time that passed before an eerie silence descended over town and camp. Hand signals flashed from the south wall.
“Forces ready awaiting instructions for deployment, my lord.”
“Thank you, Tyrane. Give the order: stand alert, look to the north and high.”
Tyrane relayed the command to the lad on the roof, who in turn relayed it to the Wallguard.
Allazar, Elayeen, and Meeya were already halfway across the courtyard when the signals were passed, and Gawain ambled forward to meet them with Tyrane.
“A Morloch-made bird has been sighted heading this way,” Gawain explained, “Possibly a Condavian from the Beacon Gap.”
“It’ll probably be far too high to bring down, Longsword.”
Gawain shrugged. “We can try, if it seems at all possible. We’ll only be able to shoot towards the north though, I don’t want it raining arrows on the men and horses on the other side of the south wall.”
“Indeed.”
Elayeen moved slightly away from them, and began eyeing the sky, tilting her head this way and that, and then, with a jerk of her head to Meeya, she stunned them all by turning and hurrying to the shaky steps at the side of the gatehouse. There, with her friend beside her, she climbed the rungs to stand on the platform, the two elves taking a position either side of the astonished lad serving as signalman.
Gawain shot a glance at Allazar, who stood wide-eyed, clutching the Dymendin and looking from Gawain to Elayeen and back again.
“Our lady certainly took those steps quite nimbly,” the wizard muttered.
“In truth,” Gawain agreed softly, “Let’s hope she can see the creature heading our way as well as she can see to climb up onto a roof.”
“Longsword?”
“Never mind, Allazar, I’ll speak with you later.”
Minutes passed, and the group gathering around Gawain at the western edge of the yard grew larger, senior officers arriving with Arramin and the two scouts, and the wizard Imzenn joining them now the gates had been closed and secured.
There was a fluttering of cloth from above and to the left, and Gawain glanced up to see Elayeen giving orders to the signalman, who relayed them rapidly with a pair of yellow and black flags, arms snapping this way and that as the message was transmitted to the walls and beyond.
“Northeast moving west,” Tyrane uttered for those who hadn’t seen the signal.
“Why west,” Allazar mused, straining his eyes and peering into the late afternoon sky. “Why not fly a course straight for Ferdan?”
Gawain shrugged. “It’s probably sweeping a broad path looking for signs of allied movements. Or the creature is stupid and has to be guided by the dark wizard controlling its flight, and the ‘spitwad doesn’t know exactly where we are.”
“Indeed,” Arramin declared, “If the creature is one of those large soaring birds Master Allazar has described, it must also make use of whatever rising air there might be to sustain its flight, and must of course maintain a goodly speed or come to ground.”
“Astonishing, the things we learn each day,” Karn growled.
“I can see nothing but heavy grey cloud,” Hern protested. “Perhaps we need the advantage of height to catch a glimpse of it as the Commander’s lady has?”
“I doubt it would avail you much, Flag-Major Hern,” Allazar smiled. “Our lady has extraordinary vision where creatures dark wizard-made are concerned. We must wait, as must everyone else, until the creature is close enough for ordinary vision to detect.”
And wait they did. Five minutes, and then came another fluttering as the signalman relayed Elayeen’s information: west moving east closer. Heads turned on the walls, and then one of the elves on duty on the walkway at the north-western corner of the palisade gave a call, and pointed. More elves took up the call and pointed away to the west, at an angle that meant those standing in the courtyard still could see nothing for the palisade in their line of sight.
Gawain turned and studied the Wallguard on the southern side of Ferdan. Elves there were pointing too, but none of the Jurian or Callodonian guards seemed to be able to see the winged creature as it continued its zigzagging and painfully slow progress towards the town. Minutes later, when the creature changed course again, a call of “there!” went up from a Jurian guardsman on the north wall, and expectation surged through the group around Gawain.
When the object finally hove into sight of those on the ground, the disappointment was marked. It seemed to be nothing more than a black dot in the sky, moving slowly from the northeast, drifting towards Elvendere in the west.
“At this rate, my lord,” Bek complained, “It’ll be dark before it arrives.”
“Aye,” Karn agreed, “Could nip to the inn for a mug of mulled wine and a roast beef sandwich at the rate that thing is moving.”
“If there’s horse-radish sauce to go with it, General, I might join you,” Allazar mumbled.
“I cannot imagine, Serre wizard,” Karn cleared his throat, “A sandwich sadder than roast beef without creamed horse-radish. And horse-radish strong enough to make a grown dwarf cry, at that.”
“Is it me, or is that thing getting slightly bigger?” Hern announced.
More fluttering from the roof of the guardhouse.
“Turning south,” Tyrane translated, “I’d say it’s finally seen us.”
“It’s picking up a little speed, too, by the looks. And losing height to do so.”
The black object in the leaden sky slowly became more of a hyphen than a dot, and then it grew larger, its winged form becoming more and more apparent.
“It must be immense…” Bek gasped.
“It is a Condavian of Sethi,” Allazar confirmed, astonished, “But much larger than even I expected.”
The Condavian grew larger in the sky, and its speed and size become even more apparent.
“Too high for crossbows,” Bek confirmed. “Will the elves be able to hit it?”
“At that height and speed, I think not,” Gawain asserted, “Though they are increasingly full of surprises.”
“By the Teeth, the size of that thing!” Karn gasped, and with good reason.
The Condavian’s body was around eight feet long, its wingspan at least twenty feet, not including the splayed tip-feathers. It soared, majestic and silent, over the centre of Ferdan, passing overhead faster than a racing pigeon, and everyone, Wallguard and those below, turned to follow its progress as it sped towards the empty southern plains beyond the camp, climbing higher and slowing rapidly as it wheeled around for another pass. It had to commence a dive in order to pick up speed again.
“It’s lost more height in that manoeuvre!” Bek announced, excited. “Still too high for a crossbow, but perhaps in the range of our elven friends?”
“They daren’t shoot for fear of arrows falling on the camp,” Imzenn’s deep voice resonated. “What is the range of your staff, Master Allazar?”
“Alas, not enough, I think.”
“Here it comes!”
It was perhaps as much as eighty feet lower, but still moving swiftly and still too high, although as it soared over Ferdan’s north wall again, two or three of the elves on the north wall loosed arrows. They flew, like white flashes streaking into the dull grey sky, and arced harmlessly below the level at which the Condavian had passed. But the shafts weren’t wasted, serving to provide a gauge of how much lower the creature would need to descend to come into their range.
“It’s turning again,” Allazar muttered.
“Hasn’t it seen enough?” Tyrane asked, “If it’s got one of those eye-things…”
“The eye will have shown its master everything he wanted on the first pass, the second was for good measure and a different angle. This third seems…”
“It’s lost more height in the turn again!” Bek slapped his fist in his hand, “Surely the elves will have it now!”
Gawain studied the creature as it wheeled over the northern plains and levelled to begin its third pass of Ferdan. It certainly was lower, and, he hoped, fatally so. On the south wall as well as the north, elves of the one-twelve nocked arrows to strings, and braced to draw, moving cautiously on the parlous platform provided by the ill-maintained walkways. Gawain flicked a glance up at Elayeen, who was gazing straight down at him.
“Bring it down,” he called up to her.
Elayeen turned to the two elves standing at their posts on the walkway above the main gates, and called out to them. “Sheenené!”
The command was relayed, loud and urgently, and the Wallguard drew, and took aim.
“Is it attacking?” Karn demanded, alarmed at the altitude the Condavian was losing as it swooped from the north, heading straight for them.
“No,” Gawain opined, “It’s making sure we know that it, and Morloch, has seen us all.”
The Condavian swept even lower, now some three hundred feet or more above the ground and racing towards the town’s the north wall, black, silent, and evil.
Then the elven Wallguard, as one and without word of command that anyone on the ground heard, loosed their longshafts. A split-second later another dozen arrows fizzed overhead from the elves stationed on the south wall, two dozen flashes of white streaking into the sky.
The Condavian flew into the small cloud of converging longshafts and those watching on the ground saw bits of the creature and its feathers bursting away from it where arrows had struck, though not all arrows did. Those that did hit the creature were enough. It began to arc downwards towards the courtyard, wings riddled and torn but still outstretched, and then black smoke seemed to burst from its chest.
“The eye!” Allazar called, excited, “One of the arrows must have struck the Eye of Morloch!”
Black fire seemed to spread, leaving a trail of oily smoke in the Condavian’s wake as gravity dragged its remains from the sky. Then, still some fifty feet in the air and a few yards over the north wall, there was a last flare of black fire, and the creature was gone, nothing but a great arc of drifting smoke to mark its passing.
There was a sudden clinking and clattering, and Hern pointed to an object which struck the hard-packed earth of the courtyard with a metallic ringing. He ran to collect it, returning with the bent and distorted remains of what looked like a crude metal cage.
“The harness,” Allazar explained, “Upon which was mounted the Eye of Morloch. It is fastened around the Condavian’s body and fixed so that it cannot fall off in flight.”
“Then the black-eyed bastard has seen everything,” Karn grimaced.
“Yes,” Allazar sighed. “Everything we have.”
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24. Returns
 
“Her vision is returning, I’m fairly sure of it now,” Gawain sighed, he and Allazar ambling in the middle of the courtyard as dusk added to the gloom which had shrouded Ferdan all day. The two of them were alone, too far from any other ears to be overheard, though still they spoke softly.
“Yet you seem downcast. I’d expect you to be beside yourself with joy at such hopeful signs!”
Gawain shook his head, and grimaced. “Have you heard her speak since she climbed down from the roof of the guardhouse?”
“No.”
“Then listen carefully when next she does. It’s like listening to a corpse. Something is happening to her, Allazar, and I don’t know what to make of it. On the one hand I want her back, these might be the last days any of us have, and I yearn for us to be together. On the other, we need Eldengaze, here and on our journey to the far-gor. She knows it, too.”
Allazar paused, and leaned on his staff, eyeing Gawain curiously. “You believe she is feigning her blindness?”
Gawain shrugged. “I don’t know, Allazar, I really don’t know. But for a fleeting moment her eyes appeared as they always did, bright and beautiful, and then Eldengaze returned. Ever since I made an ending of our journey from Jarn, back there on the plains near the Morrentill, I’ve noted the changes in her. But there was more, Allazar, more than just the briefest glimpse of her. She seemed… dreadful. Filled with some deeper purpose, and not just watching out for me.”
“Has she not seemed dreadful all these weeks since the Sight overtook her on the Jarn road?”
“This was worse, Allazar. The way she said Don’t touch me made my flesh crawl. There was a depth of passion in those words I’ve never heard from Elayeen. You remember her rage near the Jarn Gap, when the three of us rode for Raheen, and she left us there to ride alone for the town?”
“I do indeed. The throth rage, unchecked, was frightening to behold.”
“I’d rather face that than hear again the dread those three words of hers contained. I honestly believe now that if I had touched her again, she would’ve ripped off my arm, in full view of all on the walls.”
“Surely not?”
Gawain eyed the wizard, who saw the truth of it in the young man’s expression.
“Ah. Alas, my friend, I have no idea what to say to you. The circles in the Great Hall did much, to each of us, and none of us truly knows what the other has been gifted. Just as you have no idea what knowledge was placed in my feeble head by those ancient wizards, I have no idea what was put into our lady’s.”
“Eldenbeard bastards,” Gawain uttered, simply and directly to the point.
“Yet doubtless they foresaw a future need, and it is we who are unfortunate enough to find ourselves in the time of that need. I can’t believe they intend harm upon any of the three of us, least of all our lady.”
“Why not? They went to a great deal of trouble. Do you think they’d care about us, with all the southlands at stake?”
Allazar shrugged. “I do not know.”
“I can’t afford to be plagued by these distractions, Allazar, yet scarcely a day passes when more are heaped upon me. Just when I think I have a measure of control and something of a grip on the worms, my attention is diverted and the wriggling little ‘spits squirm through my fingers again.”
“The Condavian?”
“Yes.”
“Why send the creature at all?”
“To show us the extent of their range, and to show our forces that our enemy knows everything we have. Just like the smoke that was sighted on the day of our arrival on the plains of Juria, Morloch wants us to know that he knows. The far-gor is broad there, and there’s nothing to burn on its northern side unless they carried vast amounts of flammable material all the way across it. No, it makes no sense for them to do that. They must instead have burned something on the far-gor itself, deliberately. And now, today, well… They probably received word of our intentions to ride north to the far-gor to meet them in battle there, and so they decided to kill two birds with one stone…”
“Or one Condavian.”
“At a stroke, they crush the happy mood our forces were enjoying, bring memories of the Grimmand flooding to the fore, and also confirm the pitiful numbers of our army camped in rising squalor outside that wood-tar patchwork palisade. He sacrificed the Condavian deliberately, but only after confirming the details his spies have already passed to him.”
“But if he has such an immense numerical advantage…”
“…Why bother? Exactly. Why waste such precious resources on nothing more than theatre? Morloch is a master of deception, Allazar. It’s just another one of the signs which all point to him having little more than the two small armies in the north, the size of which we saw with our own eyes at the Barak-nor. Why should he wish to confirm our pitiful numbers if he has so many thousands at his disposal? Why would he worry about our numbers at all, unless he has so few of his own he needs reassurance that he still has the upper hand? No, I think the Condavian was simply a morale-sapping sacrifice, a show of power to frighten the men, another prod of his finger in our ribs.”
“If so, then against twelve hundred we have a real chance…”
“Although those numbers will be swollen by whatever creatures dark wizardry can add to their ranks. But we cannot allow that hope to spread.”
“No, indeed, and certainly not if Morloch’s spies are so efficient.”
“And it’d be wisest to assume they are, especially since the Grimmand, the smoke in the north, and now the Condavian. That Dove of Orris you and Arramin used on the canal might not be able to reach the Teeth from here, but it’s a fair bet that Morloch’s spies have something that can.”
“Hmm. A dark version of that Viell’s Dove, as Master Arramin has dubbed the elfwizards’ communication?”
“Yes. Though wouldn’t your staff be able to ‘hear’ such magic?”
Allazar shrugged. “It might, like the trembling of a spider’s web alerts the spider to the presence of a fly. But Longsword, there are six wizards outside the walls and two within, not including me, and all of them using their arts, often. Now imagine the spider, one leg upon a thread of the web feeling for his dinner, when along comes a swarm of tiny vinegar flies. You saw Master Imzenn, for example, shine a light of Aemon upon the rider who brought news of the Condavian?”
“Yes.”
“A futile gesture in mystic terms, a Grimmand could care less about such things; you saw for yourself at the baths in the south how Master Arramin’s light had no effect upon the Grimmand’s cousin, the Kiromok. Master Imzenn’s light did nothing but help bolster morale of those who witnessed it. But in addition to his use of the mystic, outside the walls the wizards are called upon to aid with everything from headaches to the disposal of waste, administering Kaylan’s Wash to pots and pans and latrines in order to keep illness from the camp. If one or more of the wizards are acting against us, Longsword, I would not be able to detect a dark messenger in amongst all the daily noise, any more than the spider could detect a real meal in amongst the noise of all those unsavoury vinegar-flies hitting its web.”
“Fat lot of good you are, then.”
“My humble apologies.”
“And it still takes you two hundred words where a simple ‘no’ would’ve sufficed.”
“Sorry.”
“That’s better. Keep it up.”
Allazar smiled in the gathering gloom, but even in the fading light he knew the attempts at humour were for his benefit, and not Gawain’s.
“Would you like the advice of a fat lot of good, concerning our lady?”
“By the Teeth, I would,” Gawain asserted, earnestly, watching as a young lad carried a bucket of hot soup up onto the walkway of the south wall.
“Continue as you are. Remain within her sight if at all possible, give her signs that you are aware of her, and since she seems to be insisting on it so forcefully, don’t touch her. Let her decide for herself her own course of action. We can’t hope to understand what those ‘eldenbeards’ put inside her head unless she tells us, and can only trust to their ancient wisdom, and hers.”
“If they weren’t already dust when the Teeth were young, I’d have the men outside the walls add a verse about them to the Grimmand song.”
“And gladly would I sing it, Longsword,” Allazar agreed, and eyed the darkening sky, “More drizzle tonight, but clear tomorrow they say. By your leave, I’ll get back to the Gs.”
“Have you got past Giant Flagellweed yet?”
“I’ve made it to ‘Grimmand’ via ‘Graken’ but there’s a long way to go, and teasing the information out of my addled brain is difficult, the smallest of things seems to distract me of late, too. Will we be dining alone tonight?”
“No, Tyrane will be joining us, he has all his daily reports to make. I’m going to go and make a fuss of Gwyn, whether Elayeen complains or not.”
“I believe it’s the company of strangers she disapproves of most when you’re not with her, Longsword.”
“She’ll have a lot to complain about when we leave for the north, then. There’ll be more than one or two up there anxious to meet me.”
“Indeed there shall. Four thousand if rumours are to be believed, perhaps only two if you’re right and we’re lucky.”
“When you can find the time, or when you feel you need a break from your concise pocket guide to things unpleasant, give those vinegar flies outside the walls a look, will you?”
“I shall, and I’ll try not to let Master Arramin see me doing it. He did his best, you know.”
“I know. And in truth, Eldengaze reported seeing nothing out there too. But I’m worried, Allazar. I don’t know if her Sight is failing or not, but there’s enough doubt now for me not to trust it at all. I’m sure you’d know far better than I if a wizard would be able to hide an Eye of Morloch, out there in the camp somewhere. Let’s face it, if Eldengaze couldn’t spot a Grimmand for the light of a few horses, what hope would she have of seeing one of those putrid eyeballs in the midst of eight hundred and all the horses out there?”
“What worries me most of all, Longsword, is hearing you say that you are worried.”
“I can’t help it. Too many things can go wrong, and we have only once chance of it going right for us.”
Allazar nodded grimly, and started to turn back towards the hall.
“Am I cruel, Allazar?” Gawain suddenly blurted, urgently but quietly, taking the wizard by surprise.
“Cruel? I don’t understand. I thought it was your intention to give the appearance of being the DarkSlayer once more?”
“Cruel for hoping Eldengaze will remain.”
“Ah…”
“Against enemies we can see we have a fighting chance, but against Kiromok and Grimmand we’re utterly defenceless without Eldengaze. I love her, Allazar, but we have only the most slender of chances of winning this battle and without the Sight to warn us of dangers we cannot see, we may as well roll over now. She knows me so much better than I know her, she saw into me through the throth of our binding and even though that throth is broken now, she still knows me, Allazar. She said so herself.”
Allazar stared at the young man, and as dusk fell and the air was filled with the metallic squealing of lamp-shutters being raised all around Ferdan, the wizard saw the terrible depth of pleading in the younger man’s eyes. Then, like the shutters of a glowstone lamp being snapped shut, regal inscrutability returned to mask the depth of Gawain’s feelings.
“Then, if she truly knows you, she will understand the reasons for your desiring Eldengaze to remain. And those reasons are legion. Every life south of the Teeth is a reason, Gawain, they are why we are here, all of us, our lady included.”
Gawain seemed unconvinced. “Do you really think so?”
“I do.”
“I think I would’ve preferred a couple of hundred words of reassurance on this occasion, wizard. But thank you. Go on, back your Grimmands, and leave me to Gwyn.”
Gawain watched the wizard cross the courtyard and pass between the two guards at the doors into the hall, and then gave a quiet click of his tongue and a whispered ‘Hai, Gwyn!’ and waited for his horse-friend to trot from the makeshift stables.
 
Days passed quickly, nights not so. During the day, all was bustle and activity, reports and preparations to oversee, and because of Gawain’s insistence on keeping the stores quarantined, there were a great many requisitions to approve. Horses were exercised, and men were exercised, and Gawain took to overseeing the latter from the walkway of the south wall, looking down upon the camp and hoping the breezes would remain from the north while he did so.
It was on one of those quiet watches, midway between noon and dusk, that Gawain noted the return from another day’s throwing practice of the men of Raheen, riding proud upon their chargers, leading the Threlland infantry contingent who jogged behind the horses at an impressive pace. On a sudden impulse, Gawain flashed a hand-signal at Arras of Narrat. When he received an acknowledgement, Gawain gingerly made his way down from the walkway to the safety of firm ground below and strode into the middle of the courtyard to await the rider.
Arras rode in the through the gates, calmly endured the necessary security procedures, and then trotted halfway to Gawain on his immense chestnut stallion before coming to a halt and dismounting, he and the horse walking the rest of the way.
“Sire.”
“Rider Arras.”
“This is Chandarran, my horse-friend of old. He chose me when I was a lad fishing in a stream near Lough Mor.”
“He’s magnificent,” Gawain smiled, and shook his head at the coincidence. “I too was chosen while fishing, near the Farin Bridge. Gwyn nearly knocked me off my feet and into the river.”
Arras smiled. “He’s past his prime, this ugly nag, a bit like me I suppose.”
Gawain rubbed Chandarran’s nose, and admired the sheen of his coat and the brightness of the steed’s eyes. Old yes, but Raheen nevertheless, and lovingly cared for.
“Has anyone apart from the Threllandmen discerned who you are?”
Arras shrugged. “In truth, my lord, I know not. Everyone’s generally too busy to notice what anyone else is doing. The dwarves are far from stupid, but an honest bunch. The tales they tell of your adventures beneath the mountains… you needn’t be concerned where their loyalty lies, sire.”
Gawain nodded. “Nor am I. How is the throwing practice going? Any complaints?”
Arras chuckled. “Complaints, sire? We’re hard-pressed to rein in their enthusiasm. First day out at the Grimehalt, when we broke them into groups to demonstrate the basic handling of shaft and string, we were treated to some odd looks. Like they felt sorry for us. Then, when we threw the first salvo, their eyes lit up, and there was no holding them back. Their accuracy is hopeless, sire, at anything more than about ten paces. But their arm! I’ve never seen an arrow thrown so far, and I’ve seen a few in my time.”
Gawain nodded, “I thought they might have some range. They’re a powerful people.”
“It’s become a competition with them now, though. They’ve all taken to marking their arrows so they know which is whose. They scrape a mark in the dirt they mustn’t cross, and kindly allow themselves a two-step run-up before hurling and have taken to placing bets on whose shaft travels the furthest. I’ve never seen anything like it. In deference to us, they throw in salvos of twenty, or thereabouts. I’d hate to be on the receiving end, sire.”
Gawain smiled. “Excellent. With any luck, so too will the enemy at the far-gor. How far’s their range?”
“Today, Ognorm of Ruttmark threw three hundred and eighty-eight paces to win the daily pot.”
“Whose paces, theirs or ours?”
“Reef’s. He’s the tallest of the five of us by a hair, my lord. And the dwarves insisted on one of us marking the distance, for fairness, they said. And as soon as they got the hang of it and inches became the difference between winning and losing, they insisted that only one of us must do the marking. So Reef it is, he drew the short straw.”
“Three hundred and eight-eight paces is astonishing for beginners!”
Arras nodded. “If we had more time to develop their technique and accuracy, well… Still, they claim they’ll break the four hundred mark by the end of the week. Today they introduced a new incentive too, shortest throw pays a forfeit.”
“Hmm, I’m not altogether sure I like the sound of that. I don’t want it getting out of hand.”
Arras smiled. “They’re good people, sire, and more than glad to have a means of destroying an enemy at range. The forfeit is a bit unpleasant though.”
“What is it?”
“Loser has to eat one of those jars of pickled roping that came in with the last supply convoy.”
“Oh that’s an incentive for a record-breaking throw if ever there was one,” Gawain smiled. He’d only had to look at the contents of the jar to decide it must taste revolting.
Arras grinned. “They’ve asked for more arrows, sire.”
“For practice?”
“And for the front line.”
Gawain shook his head. “They’ll have plenty when we leave for the far-gor, they can be sure of that. But the fewer lost or damaged in practice, the more they’ll have against the enemy.”
“I’ll reassure them, my lord.”
“How are things with them, and with the Riders, in general?”
“All’s well, sire, except for the waiting. We know our destination and what awaits us there, and in truth, everyone’s of the opinion that doing something is better than waiting. Even if that something is advancing north.”
“Everyone’s right. It won’t be long now, though. The infantry will remain in General Karn’s care once we begin the march north, you and the other Riders will be with me and our lady.”
“Sire.”
Gawain nodded, and gave Chandarran a gentle slap on the neck.
“There is one thing, sire, begging your pardon?”
“What is it?”
“The horse-friends, sire. We’ve been talking, the five of us… and to be honest, our horse-friends aren’t as young as we all once were. We were wondering, since the battle will be on foot in the north, if it would be kinder to send them away, once we arrive there.”
“Turn them loose, you mean.”
Arras nodded, and Chandarran’s ears suddenly pricked and swivelled.
“You really think they’d abandon you at the last, no matter what the order?”
Arras smiled sadly, and then shook his head.
“We’re the last of Raheen, Arras. If we must go to join our people, I think it would be fitting if we all went together. Besides, if we win, it’d be a long walk back without them.”
“Aye, sire, that it would.”
 
Nights, after dinner, were disturbingly quiet, from Gawain’s perspective. Allazar would scratch away at his book, and had invited Arramin to join him and commence copying the work he’d already written. Consequently, there were soon two wizards at the long table, both scribbling in the lamplight, Arramin occasionally remarking on the horror that Allazar’s pages contained. Imzenn was soon drafted in to make a copy of the copy, and undertook the work assiduously, he too astonished and appearing genuinely mortified by the evil at the enemy’s disposal, and thus there were three nibs scratching.
Rollaf and Terryn, Arramin’s dutiful shadows, sat quietly some distance away, and Gawain would occasionally ask them about the mood around camp or how their friends from Goria were occupying themselves. Elayeen and Meeya would sit near the dais, far enough away from the long table that Gawain couldn’t hear their conversations.
It wasn’t long before Gawain himself had paper, pen, and ink fetched for his own use, and he began writing what appeared to be letters, sitting quietly on his own to do so.
When lamps were turned down and beds beckoned, Gawain would feel Elayeen’s cold gaze upon him, and when he turned his head to look at her, she would allow him the briefest glimpse of her eyes before she closed them.
 
It was on the morning of their sixth day in Ferdan when a mid-ranger reported at the guardhouse and Tyrane relayed the message to Gawain: Lord Rak and six dwarves approaching on horse from the northeast, arrival expected mid-morning.
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25. Give the Word
 
There was a brief period of confusion at the main gates when Rak and his group of Threllandmen were obliged to dismount and conform to the security procedures which had been implemented in their absence from Ferdan. But after the necessary protocols had been completed, the six escorting dwarves rode out to rejoin their comrades in the camp while Rak, a pair of saddle-bags slung over his shoulder, hurried across the courtyard towards the hall, where Gawain stood alone.
“My brother!” Rak exclaimed with obvious delight and excitement, and Gawain couldn’t maintain his lofty composure, promptly stepping off the deck and hurrying to close the last few yards between them.
After a hearty embrace and much slapping of backs, they drew apart, hands on each other’s shoulders.
“Rak, it seems like an age. You look well, did you meet Martan of Tellek?”
“It’s been an age, or so it feels, and yes, I met him. I have a letter for you, from him, here,” and Rak tapped the breast of his tunic, “He refused to tell me what he’s up to. And you? I couldn’t believe it when I received the note you had written, scribbled as it was on a torn leaf of paper and in pencil.”
“You delivered the wagons to Martan?”
“I did, my friend. I did. Luckily for me I had the sense to send a rider ahead to tell Martan we were coming, and word came back when we were halfway to Tarn via the northern way that he was close by Traveller’s Crossing.”
“Traveller’s Crossing?”
“Aye, the name of the narrow part of the farak gorin where you and Martan crossed to the Teeth and back. It never had a name before, but does now.”
Gawain smiled. “And the wagons…”
“When I saw the contents, I gave Martan instruction into the use thereof. He seemed delighted.”
Gawain sighed, heavily. “Thank you. It could have been the most important delivery you’ll ever have to make. But we must speak of it no more. Morloch has spies here, of that I’m sure. Come, I’ll re-unite you with my lady and with Allazar, but be warned, Elayeen is far removed from the lady who you last saw in the summer.”
If Rak was shocked by Elayeen’s blindness and the coldness of her reception, he gave no sign, his tact and diplomacy as much a part of him as white hair was to a wizard. The wizard Allazar, however, positively beamed when Rak clasped his arm.
Inside the hall, Rak immediately passed Martan’s letter to Gawain, and Allazar introduced Arramin, who was still busily copying Allazar’s notes.
“Much has happened since last we met, my friend,” Gawain announced. “I hope you’ll forgive me if I allow Allazar to explain all, while I give my attention to Martan’s letter?”
“Of course, my friend. Perhaps the wizard Allazar could begin with the new banner I saw flying from the heights of Ferdan long before my arrival here.”
“Aha!” Allazar exclaimed, pouring a generous beaker of wine and handing it to the rather grimy-looking dwarf diplomat. “That is the new banner of the kindred army…”
And while Allazar began a concise history of events as experienced by the three of Raheen since leaving Ferdan in mid-summer, Gawain took a seat some distance from them, and carefully opened Martan’s letter.
 
Dear yer Majesty, and I may call you that because King Eryk said it’s all right. Lord Rak turned up today, and with not one but three wagon loads of goodies for me and the boys. Funny looking beer in them barrels I thought til his lordship esplained what it was. Not too keen on them boxes of hard black biskits that tastes bloody orrible if you don’t mind me saying so. Only joking yer Majesty because his lordship esplained what they are too. Lovely goodies them, and me and the boys, we know just what they are for.
Now I expect you will be up this way soon, so I won’t say no more about that, remembring what it was you said to me last time we had a sit down together before my fire and drank good port wine and ate good frak. I will just say that you will be surprised I think at all the good work the boys have made of it. You would be surprised yer Majesty how many good lads came forward, I was surprised how many there were, and I was a bit sad too knowing how many more there were at home but didn’t know about the work. Wished I could have told them all but then it would not have been a quiet job like you wanted.
Been some nosey birds flying around lately but you may be sure they won’t see anything but a daft old bugger or two in a tent a good mile from the crossing which I will tell you about when you come up. I will look forward to sharing good port wine and frak with you again, but you will have to bring the port. And you don’t need to bring any more of them black biskits because we have plenty of similar stuff only brown.
I have made a list of the names of all the boys that have been at work here. I know I am a daft old bugger but I told them that I would be sure that you would see all their names in case something happened to any of us. Most of them will have gone home by the time you visit, but it made them proud to think you would see their name on the list and think kindly of them even if you never get to meet them.
His lordship wants to go in case those nosey birds come back so I will close and look forward to you arriving out here where we shared hard rock and pain. Perhaps you would send someone to fetch me when you get here?
Your subject Martan of Tellek
PS don’t forget the port, we only got a few barrels of ale left and I don’t think it will last long.
 
Gawain read the letter twice, and then took the carefully-folded list of eighty-three names from the envelope. He read the list slowly, studying each neatly-printed name. Then he read the list again, and with a lump in his throat, folded it as carefully as Martan had done, and gently placed it, with Martan’s letter, back in the envelope.
He stood, while Allazar was briefly describing the mostly uneventful journey along the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, quietly walked to the door, and signalled a runner.
“Ask my adjutant to join us in the hall at his convenience, please.”
“Aye milord, adjutant at his convenience,” the runner confirmed, saluted, and dashed away towards the guardhouse where Tyrane was customarily to be found before noon each day.
Gawain accepted a beaker of wine from Allazar, and took his place at the head of the table, Rak on his right, one seat down from that usually occupied by Elayeen who even now sat away to the side of the hall with Meeya.
“A remarkable journey, my friend, and one I am sure contains far more of significance than Allazar has been able to convey in so short a telling.”
“There’s a little more time to catch up, Rak, but not much, I’m afraid,” Gawain announced sadly.
“Then you do mean to advance to the north? We heard it from the mid-range patrol.”
“Yes.”
Rak nodded, thoughtfully, and then boots on the decking announced Tyrane’s arrival. At the threshold, the adjutant removed his helm, tucked it under his arm, and at a nod from Gawain, strode to the table.
“Lord Rak,” Allazar announced, “This is Captain Tyrane, of the Callodon Guard, now Adjutant to the Commander of Kindred Forces. Captain, this is Lord Rak, of Tarn.”
“My lord.”
“Captain,” Rak stood, and gave a polite bow, “I have heard a little concerning your service to my friends, honour to you.”
“Thank you, my lord, and I have heard much of your efforts on behalf of all free peoples of these lands. Honour to you,” Then Tyrane turned to Gawain. “You sent for me, my lord?”
“Yes, Tyrane,” Gawain announced softly, “Give the word. Make ready, we advance at dawn tomorrow.”
“Aye, my lord. The word shall be given.” And with a sharp salute, Tyrane turned on his heel and strode out into the autumn morning’s sunshine and across the decking to the courtyard beyond, his helm glinting as he placed it snugly and precisely back on his head.
“So soon, my brother?” Rak sighed.
“Yes. We’ve been preparing for days now, and in truth, I was only waiting for your return with news from the north.”
“Well, we can regale each other with tales of our adventures while we journey to the shores of the farak gorin together.”
“I’m afraid not, my friend. Your path lies more to the east, and you’ll have to leave at noon.”
“Noon!” Allazar gasped, “Lord Rak has only just arrived, Longsword!”
“I know,” Gawain soothed, “And must make the most of the hours he has left to refresh himself for another journey. Master Arramin, would you be kind enough to fetch our friends Rollaf and Terryn, I believe you’ll find them at the northern end of the hall’s boardwalk.
“Of course, my lord, at once.”
“I’m sorry Rak. I know you’d rather fight with us at the far-gor, but I need you in Tarn.”
“You are sending me from the battle, from some misplaced sense of kindness!” Rak accused, shocked from his normal statesmanship.
“No, though I might be tempted to do so if I didn’t have a genuine need for you to be at Tarn.”
“And the nature of this need, which would have you send me back to my home and my family, when all others here face certain destruction in the coming battle?”
Gawain sighed. “You must make certain the wizard Arramin and his escort arrive safely in Tarn, and keep them safe once there. Take them by the safe route, the river border crossing into Mornland, and then north up the gentler slopes. Arramin must take his position at the Point before I and the kindred army arrive at the far-gor. There’s no-one else I can trust, Rak, to see this done. There’s no-one else at Tarn with the authority to keep Arramin safe and provide all he may need.”
Rak studied Gawain’s expression, and found nothing but urgent sincerity in the steel-grey eyes looking back at him. With a swallow, Rak nodded.
“If you leave at noon while all outside the camp is a flurry of activity, Morloch’s spies might not notice your departure with the wizard.”
“You have planned this, since your arrival at Ferdan, I can tell by the surprise on Allazar’s face and the sadness now in your eyes.”
Gawain nodded, and then Arramin returned, Rollaf and Terryn behind him. With a nod to them all, Gawain moved away from the long table until, in the otherwise empty hall halfway between the table the dais, and with Elayeen and Meeya silently watching, they formed a small circle.
Gawain eyed those who would be leaving. Rollaf, Terryn, Arramin, and one of his oldest friends in all the lowlands, Rak of Tarn.
“You must all leave, at noon. You’ll go with lord Rak, who will take you to Tarn, his home, on the most north-westerly point of the Black Hills of Threlland. Rak my friend, this is the letter from Martan of Tellek. It means much to me, as does the list it contains. In the name of our friendship, please see it safe to your home, and ask your lady Merrin to keep it for me, and the list of names it contains. You may read it if you wish, once you’re home.”
Gawain handed the envelope to Rak, who took it with trembling hand, and nodded his agreement before placing it once more in the tunic pocket where it had spent the days and nights since Martan wrote it.
“Rollaf, Terryn, it’s now we part, perhaps for the last time. Your duties you know well enough. Keep Arramin safe, at all costs. Don’t let him out of your sight. Keep good watch, up as well as down, I don’t want some Dwarfspit Razorwing slicing the old boy’s head off up there on the Point at Tarn. We’ve travelled far together, there’s none better than you I can rely on for this task.”
“Milord,” the scouts uttered in unison, struggling to keep their emotions in check.
Gawain drew two envelopes from his tunic. One, he handed to Rak. “This will explain much, my friend. Please wait until you’re all well clear of Ferdan before you read it. When you have, and when you are sure of its content, burn it, or have the wizard Arramin do so for you.”
“I shall.” Rak took the envelope, looked at the three letters spelling his name on the front of it, and added it to the pocket inside his tunic.
“This is for you, Arramin. It contains some rather detailed instructions, I’m afraid. Only when you are absolutely certain you have understood and retained its content should you burn it. But above all else, it must not fall into enemy hands.”
“I believe I understand, my lord. I am familiar with ‘sealed orders,’ I… I have read about them. When ought I to open them?”
“When you’re well clear of Ferdan, perhaps when lord Rak reads his.”
“I understand… though… my lord, Master Allazar hasn’t quite finished his work… and I have yet to finish the copying… ”
“Then the wizard Imzenn will have to undertake that task while we’re on the move. Yours is a much more important duty, Serre wizard.”
Arramin took the envelope, and with trembling hand, put it carefully into a pocket within his heavy robes, his eyes watering.
“Rak, if you want the same men as escort who helped you with the wagons…”
“I shall find trusted men to ride with us, and fresh horses. I only ask one thing, and I think I ask it for all of us who are leaving. Tell us, my friend, tell us this parting is of the utmost necessity. Tell us it is for the good of all the lands, and all the people your new banner represents.”
“It is. You’ll understand, when you’ve read the orders.”
Rak nodded. “So be it.”
“I shan’t see you off, or wave farewell from the walls. I’m sorry, but you must slink away from Ferdan as the three crowns themselves did. You have time to gather what you need for the journey, and in that at least you won’t be noticed, everyone else will be doing the same.”
“We’ve been ready for a while, milord,” Rollaf managed. “Won’t take us long to fetch the packs and get the horses saddled. Wizard Arramin’s belongings too, we’ve seen to that.”
“And I need no packing,” Rak announced, “I have all I need, except my friend and brother at my side on this journey to our home.”
Gawain smiled, and nodded. “Then this is farewell, until we all meet again, at Rak’s house, in Tarn, in Threlland, and share a warm fire, warm ale, and tall tales.”
Gawain held out his arm, and Rollaf took it, and Terryn, and Arramin, and all three of them fighting against the tears that dampened eyes as Allazar followed suit, hugging Arramin while again Gawain and Rak embraced.
“Farewell, my brother, until we meet again at my house, in Tarn.”
“Give my love to Merrin, and to Travak. And when we get there, you can tell us all what happened in Shiyanath.”
“I will,” and then Rak whispered in Gawain’s ear, “Be careful of Elvendere, brother, all is not well within that land.”
With a final, lingering look at each other, the members of the small circle took a single pace backwards, and the four bound for the Black Hills turned, and left the hall of Ferdan for the last time.
No-one noticed the departure, a short time later, of five dwarves, an elderly wizard, and two scouts of the Callodon Guard. Except Tyrane, who gave an almost imperceptible nod of farewell to them at the gates as they rode past him, and Gawain and Allazar, watching from a window near the dais in the hall. And perhaps Elayeen, with her Sight, though she gave no outward sign at all of marking their passing.
“Was it really necessary to send them so soon? Rak especially?”
“Yes, I think so. Better a clean break, and swift. And our forces are growing restless. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get there, and if all goes well, the sooner we begin the battle of far-gor.”
“Do you think we shall ever see them again, Longsword?” Allazar whispered, and clenched his teeth at the sorrow threatening to throttle his voice.
“We have three chances, Allazar. Though there’s always hope.”
The wizard nodded, and then moved back to the table and his notebooks.
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26. En Route
 
General Bek of the RJC was given the honour of leading the advance when dawn broke clear, crisp and bright. The eight of Raheen sat saddle some thirty yards outside the gates of Ferdan, the one-twelve assembled behind them in chevron formation, watching as Bek, and indeed he was riding a grey mare, gave a last lingering look at the lacklustre barracks town that had been, in effect, his last command. And then without further ceremony Bek and his senior staff rode out, giving a salute before turning to the right and heading north. The RJC, waiting patiently in a column of threes before the long west wall, fell in behind their General, and they too saluted as they rode past Gawain.
Then Karn rode out with his staff officers, smiled and snapped a salute, likewise turning promptly to the north behind the grey-clad cavalry. There was a shout of command, and the Threlland infantry jogged around the south-western corner of the palisade, and though laden with packs containing their essentials just as everybody else was, maintained a healthy pace once they caught up with their mounted officers. They were smiling, every one of them, it seemed.
“We issued their arrows with breakfast, my lord,” Arras explained from behind and to Gawain’s right, “Fifteen a-piece.”
“Did they break the four hundred paces?”
“Aye, my lord. Ognorm of Ruttmark now holds the official Ferdan Record, four hundred and twenty-two paces and half of Reef’s boot.”
“By the Teeth!”
“Aye, my lord. And Reef’s got big feet, too.”
Gawain glanced over his shoulder and grinned at Arras, then eyed Reef, sitting saddle proudly behind Allazar. The Rider from Bernside did have big boots.
“All the better to kick Morloch’s glands, sire,” Reef announced haughtily.
The wagons followed the infantry, though the first four in line were covered with heavy tarpaulin sheets and were in fact the four grappinbows, disguised as simple carts by the addition of boards to the ‘bow carriages. The four-man grappinbow crews towed the carts themselves, two each side of the single T-bar towing shaft. Nothing could persuade them to permit the immense bows to be pulled by any means except their own hands. Behind them, four wagons which had been fitted with the axle-mounts Niklas of Thurmount had specified, carrying all the associated equipment the grappinbows and their crews needed, as well as food and other supplies from the now-emptied stores.
The convoy of wagons carrying supplies and materiel rumbled by two a-breast, horse-drawn, for which Gawain was grateful even if the horses weren’t. Ox-drawn wagons would have made for a slow and tedious journey, and it would be slow enough travelling at a wagon’s pace as it was. Behind them, volunteers on foot, who would regularly change places with those in the wagons to give everyone a chance of a rest. Then came the mounted volunteers from Juria and Callodon, and finally, the Black and Gold of Callodon, the professionals whose task it was to serve as rearguard just as the RJC formed the van.
Gawain paused, watching as the long column that was the entire army under his command continued north, banners flying in the breezes.
“I’d hoped it would take longer for them all to ride past the gates,” Gawain sighed.
Allazar nodded. “They seemed so many in the camp, spread out, and with their tents and stands of arms. Now they seem so few.”
 “Well. We are what we are. Come, it’s time to vex Morloch some more. Valin?”
“MiThal.”
“The one-twelve will ride flank.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Tyrane, you’re with us.”
“M’lord.”
“I saw nothing dark within the ranks,” Elayeen announced from Gawain’s left, and he nodded his thanks.
Gawain drew in a breath, and with a last look up at the faces of those remaining behind in Ferdan waving sadly but proudly from the walkways above the gates, announced in a firm voice: “Riders of Raheen, to the van.”
 
When the flag of the kindred army could no longer be seen atop its staff above the southern horizon, Gawain gave Bek a nod, and with a flourish, the General ordered the RJC to what would become their customary position for the rest of the journey to the farak gorin. They rode well clear of the head of the column, fanning out as they did so, sending mid-rangers equipped with red smoke-makers five miles forward of the column. In the event of trouble, the heavy paper tube of the smoke-maker could be lit, and the resultant billowing cloud of red would alert the allies to any danger ahead.
The Callodon rearguard, under Flag-Major Hern, likewise fanned out, and held a position a mile from the last wagon in the convoy. With autumnal breezes seldom if ever swinging more than twenty points east or west of north, smoke-makers would not avail them for warning the column of danger approaching from the rear, but fast riders would.
With the one-twelve split into two squadrons of fifty riding a mile either side of the infantry and wagons, the formation settled into a sustainable pace which respected the needs of the slowest in their number.
They were moving, and though there were few if any who held any real hope of returning to their homes, they all seemed glad of it after Ferdan and the camp. Even the draught-horses seemed cheerful, or so it seemed to Gawain, but as he pared a slice of frak and popped it in his mouth, he conceded that in fact it might just be his own mood which coloured his view of the world around them. The sun was shining, it was dry, they were in the saddle on open plains, and so far, everything was progressing smoothly and precisely, and in complete accordance with the meticulous plans drawn up by the General Staff and approved by himself.
Gawain looked up, high and to the north.
“Are you expecting something, Longsword?”
“Another Condavian, perhaps. Or worse.”
“So soon after leaving Ferdan?”
“The enemy will have known last night that we planned to advance this morning. It wouldn’t surprise me to see something of theirs in the sky. But in truth, it wouldn’t be necessary. They know where we’re going as well as we do. No harm in remaining watchful, though.”
“There’s nothing dark within my Sight.”
Gawain glanced a little way over his left shoulder, where Elayeen rode, bow slung, Meeya to her left, though he was now convinced that the elfin thalangard officer accompanied his queen more as a friend and confidant than as a pair of eyes.
“Thank you.”
In the days of preparation before Rak’s return to Ferdan, Gawain had done his best to sneak hasty looks at Elayeen to try to catch her unawares, and on the several occasions when he’d succeeded, he would have sworn her manner and actions were those of a person whose sight was perfectly normal. But those days had been so busy and his duties so many, he soon put it from his mind. It really didn’t matter, after all; they were riding to war, and if Elayeen still possessed the Sight, all well and good. If not, they would know soon enough once Grimmand or Kiromok commenced to wreaking havoc within their ranks. And if it was some eldenbeard compulsion responsible for her new behaviour, nothing Gawain or Allazar could do or say would make any difference.
“It’s strange, but I find myself missing Master Arramin,” Allazar declared. “The old coot could talk for hours on any given subject, and knowledgeably too.”
“He really seemed quite upset at not being able to finish copying your book.”
“I think he was more upset at leaving us, and clung to the work as a drowning man to a straw in the hope of delaying his departure.”
Gawain nodded. “I spoke with Jaxon and Kahla last night, they seemed bereaved after the departure of Rollaf and Terryn, and Arramin too I think. I offered them horses and safe escort back to Jarn and their friends, but they insisted on travelling north with us, with the wagons. Their excuse was that we may encounter more Meggens, and their knowledge of the language would help us again. Nothing I said would deter them.”
“They are proud people,” Allazar sighed, “And in truth, they have nowhere to call home.”
“Yes. But at the far-gor, the Crossing isn’t too far from the foothills of Tarn. Depending on what we find there and how safe it is, I may suddenly discover an urgent need to send a message to Rak by way of a couple of trusted Gorian friends.”
“An excellent idea, Longsword. I could also take the opportunity to send the copies of my work which Master Imzenn has been labouring on to Master Arramin. At least a copy or two will survive in Threlland, however briefly.”
“Is it nearly finished?”
“I’ve only got as far as the Ms. At the rate I’m able to drag the information out of my head, it’ll be spring by the time I get anywhere near the Zs.”
“If we make it to spring we won’t need the Zs, just a net to catch Morloch’s glands after this lot’s kicked them to the moon and yonder.”
“There is always hope.”
“Do you have ‘Medium Flagellweed’ or “Mountainous Flagellweed’ in your book?”
“There are no such things,” Allazar sniffed, and risked a disdainful glance down his nose at Gawain before suddenly frowning and adding “At least I don’t believe there are… no, no I’m sure of it.”
A balloon of sudden doubt and alarm seemed to swell deep within Gawain’s stomach, threatening to burst, and he gazed at the wizard.
“When you say you are having trouble dragging the information from your head, what exactly do you mean?”
“Oh, just that I find myself very easily distracted of late, Longsword. And I have to say I find it hardly surprising, given our circumstances and the purpose of this journey. It’s not an easy task at the best of times, the knowledge only comes to the fore when needed, as I believe I explained at the baths of that city in the south.”
“There’s nothing about that city in the south I’ll forget, including your exposition at the baths. It was there you first mentioned Morloch’s Pangoricon.”
“Indeed it was. It seems a very long time ago, now. But my point is, as difficult as it was then, it is even harder now to draw upon the knowledge that the cir… Salaman Goth… placed in my head, while preparing to do battle with the greatest foe ever to threaten the kindred races.”
“Then, wizard, I shall draw your attention to my observation in the courtyard at Ferdan concerning how much good you are.”
“Thank you, Longsword.”
But still, Gawain eyed the wizard, and then turned his head to throw a glance at Elayeen before turning his attention back to Allazar.
“How far into the Ms have you got?”
“M.”
“Then I assume the first entry will begin with an ‘M-a’, unless dark wizards are in the habit of stringing a bucketful of consonants together to produce utterly unpronounceable names for the foul creatures of their making. Would it help if I drew the men closer and we started bandying M-words about? Marigold, Mangle, Marble, Magpie, Malingerer…?”
“No, it most certainly would not.”
“We’ve a long way to go, wizard, and you’ve really nothing to do but sit saddle and let your horse carry you along. You managed to decipher Brock’s message on the move, perhaps now would be as good a time as any for you to commence your attack upon the Ms.”
“Majesty,” Allazar feigned a bow and a flourish.
“There, you see? An M-a already.” Gawain smiled, and then turned his attention to the northern horizon, barely able to make out General Bek and a few of his men riding there.
But still, from time to time, as the miles slowly crept behind them, Gawain glanced at the wizard, and felt butterflies flexing their wings in his stomach. That Elayeen seemed to be losing the more dreadful qualities of Eldengaze was increasingly obvious even to Allazar. The prospect of Allazar losing the knowledge the circles had bestowed upon him was appalling, particularly given their destination and purpose. And if Allazar’s ability with the Dymendin staff should fade between now and their arrival at the farak gorin… Gawain shuddered in the bright morning sunshine and tried in vain to put it from his mind.
Lunch was taken on the move, thanks to frak and freenmek, and they had plenty of that, but there were stoppages from time to time to allow horses and men to drink from streams replenished and swollen by autumn rains. The grasses here were good and the going firm enough beneath feet and wheels to lend the promise of a smooth journey all the way to the far-gor. The air was fresh, too, the odour that had pervaded Ferdan from the camp outside its south wall an increasingly distant memory. By the time they reached their destination, Gawain knew, they’d all smell as bad as each other, and so no-one would notice.
It was important, though, that a proper night-camp be made and good hot food prepared, and no-one had dissented when Gawain had made that perfectly clear to the General Staff. When dusk began to fall the vanguard were to rein in, the main body would continue until they met with the van, and camp made while the rearguard caught up. There would be enough light left for the men to pitch tents, cooks to prepare the meal, and the watch to be set. Darkness away from the routines of Ferdan meant increased risk, and therefore a heightened need for security.
And so it was, and while there was a brief period of confusion when it came to the disposition of the wagons and their draught-horses when that first night-camp was made, matters were soon taken in hand by the RJC under Bek’s guidance. It was a pleasant surprise to the six men of Raheen how quickly the army settled and tents where thrown up, including a fairly large marquee which was to serve as both command-post and quarters for Gawain and the General Staff. Privacy was no longer really possible for anyone, though a separate latrine tent for ladies’ modesty was of course available.
By the time Gawain and the men of Raheen were finishing their duties to their horses, the command-post marquee contained folding tables and chairs, camp beds, glowstone lamps and belongings, and an appetising aroma of fish stew wafted around the camp. Ellamas oil and pyre-brick fuelled the braziers now that stores had been released from quarantine, and it seemed more than a little eerie that cooks were able to prepare meals for nearly a thousand people without crackling fires making shadows dance in the gloom, or clouds of billowing smoke to mark their burning.
Gawain bent and examined Gwyn’s hooves while there was still light enough to see clearly.
“Fish stew again,” Wex protested. “I think I’ll stick with this frak stuff.”
“Don’t you Northpointers like fish then?” Gawain asked, cheerfully. And he was cheerful, how could he not be in such circumstances?
“Quite partial to a nice bit of bream, sire. Tench or perch, too. But you won’t find any of that in the stew.”
“Aye,” Arras agreed, “Stew’s the only way the cooks have found to get rid of that pickled roping. Those lads from Callodon are all right, but how any of ‘em can eat those things straight out of the jar is beyond me.”
“Lowlanders are strange people,” Gawain agreed. “But, like Wex, I’ll stick with the frak.”
“Sire, is it true you lived on nothing but frak and water for weeks on end, under the mountains?”
“It is, Tam, for eight weeks, or thereabouts, and in truth, it was no hardship. I like the stuff. I used to enjoy spiced dried beef on camps at home. I got a taste for that particular ration during my duty-time at Northpoint Tower in the middle of winter. Frak’s better though, much more nourishing.”
“It’s said you won’t touch that elvish stuff, freenmek, my lord,” Arras said quietly, “The men and I were wondering if you’d prefer us not to, as well.”
“I have my reasons for not wanting anything to do with it, Arras, but they’re my own and I won’t prevent anyone else enjoying the stuff. In truth, if we had no frak, I might put up with it myself rather than endure that pickled roping. You may eat what you will, and no fear of offending me on that account.”
“It does taste a bit like chicken,” Wex announced, to no-one in particular.
Haldin snorted. “A chicken that’s been fried in pig-fat, smoked over hickory-chips and then boiled in whinberry juice. And it’s got bits in it.”
“Bits?”
“Aye, Reef, bits. Like tiny seeds or something. And I think I’ll try the stew, I gave it a go yesterday and it wasn’t too bad.”
“Not me,” Reef chortled, “It’s got bits in it.”
 
In the confines of the marquee the fish stew did indeed have a pungent aroma, and seeing it ladled into bowls in the gloom of lamps balanced precariously on somewhat unsteady tables confirmed Reef’s assertion that it did indeed contain ‘bits’, and rather large ones at that. But of all those within the capacious tent, it was only elves and Gawain who declined the hot meal, with the elves choosing instead freenmek followed by honey-bars.
Gawain dismissed any pretence at formality at dinner, there was no real point now they were bivouacked en route to war. Once the tables were folded away later, there’d be the eight of Raheen, plus the General Staff and Meeya and Valin all sleeping in the marquee. He sat back from the table, legs crossed, paring slivers of frak and chewing thoughtfully while he listened to the conversations around him and gauged the mood of all those under the canvass roof.
“About twenty four miles today, my lord,” Bek announced, “It really should’ve been more, we were all hoping for thirty I know, but we have a lot of men and women on foot.”
“Hope you’re not referring to my infantry?” Karn growled, though he always did and Bek knew it wasn’t an admonishment.
“Actually no, not at all, we’re all quite impressed with their pace. If they can trot along happily like that and still be ready to fight at the other end, then more power to ‘em says I.”
“They’re probably saying the same about your lot on horseback,” Karn grinned.
“By your leave, my lord, after dinner I’ll make a tour of the camp, make certain nothing’s been forgotten and all are accounted for.”
“Thank you, Tyrane. Rider Tam will accompany you.”
Tam, chewing contentedly on a strip of frak, gave a slight nod of acknowledgement from where he sat, on a crate near the open flap of the tent. The men of Raheen had quietly taken up positions which left no-one in any doubt that they were now the personal honour-guard to Gawain and Elayeen.
“Clear night on the plains tonight,” Bek said quietly, sipping hot wine, “Be a chilly one too. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a slight frost tomorrow morning. No rain though, which is always a blessing on a march.”
“Winter should be more wet than white this year,” Karn agreed, “Last one was white enough as it was, don’t need another one like that in the hills. It’ll come early though, up in the north at least.”
“We seldom ever see snow in the coastal regions of Mornland,” Imzenn declared, “Shielded as we are by the hills and peaks of Threlland. There are occasional frosts though, which can damage grove, orchard, and vineyard. But it also serves to make all life a little hardier.”
“That would explain much about the dwarves, then,” Bek smiled.
“Long have we regarded you southerners as soft and delicate,” Karn replied, sniffing, “And now we know why.”
“It’s a shame we’re not preparing to meet a nautical attack on the warm shores of Mornland, then,” Hern joined the conversation. “A little warmth would go a long way, I think.”
“Alas, Flag-Major,” Imzenn smiled, “The reefs and shoals would prevent their landing. Arrun is the place for safe harbours.”
“And that’s in entirely the wrong direction,” Bek sighed, “For which I am sure the gentle people in that land are distinctly grateful.”
So the conversation continued, banter about the weather and climate in other lands, food and drink, anything except their destination and purpose. The mood was light, and that mood pervaded the camp. It was as though a long-awaited trial or tribulation was finally over, and now everyone could leave their cares behind and think of nothing but camping, comrades, and the journey.
When Tyrane left the tent with Tam of Westfalls, Gawain made his excuses and stepped outside into the fresh and rapidly cooling air. There was an edge to the breezes from the north, chill and entirely uninviting. A minute or two later, Allazar joined him, the two of them standing some ten or twelve feet from the marquee and under the watchful gaze of Reef and Wex.
“I always marvel at the number of stars on a clear night like this,” Allazar said softly.
“Marvel. A good word, and an M-a too.”
“Ah. My notebook is with Imzenn, who at a rather wobbly table is even now scratching out not one but two copies. He’s hoping to bring the copies up to date tonight.”
“Did you make much progress today?”
“Alas.”
“Well. I suppose you can only do your best in the time we have left.”
“Oh now that sounds distinctly ominous, Longsword. And I thought you seemed particularly cheerful earlier.”
Gawain shrugged. “Riding always gives me time to think. Or usually does anyway, though on this journey Gwyn will be bored witless. She knows I won’t give her the freedom to go dashing off, much as I might wish to myself. So, it’s sit in the saddle, and think, and let her play ‘follow the leader’ all the way to the far-gor. Unless some catastrophe befalls us on the way.”
“And about what were you thinking, if I may be so bold?”
“Home, mostly, and my time there. Having men of Raheen at my back again after so long… well, it made me recall other camps and manoeuvres. Just as I’m sure it recalled such things to their minds.”
“I thought you might all wear the Red and Gold once more, now that the journey to war has begun.”
“Not until we reach our destination. I can’t rule out the possibility that Morloch might send a Graken-rider to rain black fire down upon us in the night, or before we get even halfway there. We’d stand out like sore thumbs, and make prize targets.”
Gawain and Allazar took a few more paces away from the marquee to stand in the middle of a clearing bracketed by tents and horses, the king leaning on his longsword and the wizard on his Dymendin.
“Do you still believe Morloch’s forces to be few and manageable, then?” Allazar whispered.
Gawain nodded in the starlight, and drew his arrowsilk cloak a little tighter. “Everything points to it, and the more thought I give it, the more certain I am.”
“Everything?”
Gawain drew in a breath, glanced around and up, and sighed. “Everything. The message from the Thallanhall, which said the numbers in the north are trivial. The Meggen prisoner at Ferdan, who I’m certain lied, and badly too, after Elayeen pinned him. The black king the Meggen spoke of leading the horde, when we know Morloch is bound beyond the Teeth; that black king can only be a dark wizard, a Graken-rider, and we’ve faced those before.
“Then there’s the Grimmand, sent to silence that same prisoner, a Grimmand which could only have been placed behind our lines by a Graken-rider. A Graken-rider who could’ve razed Ferdan to the ground had he the nerve to risk his own existence in the act.
“Consider too the destruction of Morloch’s lake of fermenting aquamire, and Salaman Goth’s outrage at being used by Morloch. The feeble effort against us on the road to Jarn by that dark wizard Jerraman demGoth, and the Jardember Morloch needed him to use to be able to appear there and threaten us. Not to mention the disdain and contempt with which those Gorian chainsmen holding the Kraal regarded that parGoth, what was his name, Darimak?”
Allazar nodded, frowning, deep in thought as Gawain continued.
“If dissent is spreading through the ranks of Gorian guardsmen and they truly believe the Eye of Morloch to be blind in the west, then Morloch’s grip there is not as strong as he might hope. We know from our own history in Raheen the ambition of the Goth-lords of old. After so long a time with Morloch trapped beyond the Teeth, is it so unlikely that the current crop of dark wizards in Goria have inherited that same ambition? Is it too much of a stretch of the imagination to consider that Salaman Goth might have intended to take Pellarn for himself?
“The attack on Pellarn, which you know I believe to have been premature, prompted all manner of hasty actions by Morloch, including the Ramoth here in the east and the rise of the darkness in the west. Both actions were intended to prevent the lands either side of Elvendere re-arming and mobilising, something Morloch couldn’t risk.
“The two armies of the north were intended simply to hold the farak gorin and to defend the breach in the Teeth against allied assault, nothing more than that. The Razorwing and Condavians which suddenly appeared there now serve to prevent anyone getting a look at the two camps. Why, if they are so many? And the Condavian sent to spy on Ferdan, even though we clearly have at least one spy in our midst, could only have been a deception, to sap morale and confirm that before our advance began, our numbers hadn’t been swollen by thousands of elven bowmen.
“Finally, there’s you, and despite your protests I know what I saw, and I saw that Grimmand charging at you for his secondary target, not me or Elayeen or the three crowns. You. Why you? Because you and you alone know what creatures a dark wizard, possessing aquamire and the knowledge of the Pangoricon, is able to create and send against us. The only other source of that knowledge is sealed in Elvendere and, if a copy still exists, inside the D’ith Hallencloister.
“And you know how to defeat those creatures. It’s becoming clearer to me, the closer we get to the Teeth. If Morloch really did have an army of four thousand gathering in the north, he surely wouldn’t care about our trifling numbers, and certainly not about the knowledge you possess surviving to be a threat once he’s rolled over the top of us at the far-gor.”
Allazar looked far from convinced. “But if all you say is true, why would Morloch bring his forces together on the scree before the Teeth and advance across the farak gorin to attack us head on? Surely it would make more sense for him to send those two forces against our flanks, from the east and the west?”
“Except the eastern force of some six hundred would have to leave the Barak-nor under the harrying and watchful gaze of Sarek’s Rangers, make the journey around Mallak Spur and then pass around the foothills of Tarn before turning south. And all the while with the Rangers and Threlland volunteers holding the high ground and raining death upon them. They’d be driven out onto the bitchrock and slaughtered, and they know it.
“And the western force wouldn’t dare to approach the northern tip of Elvendere, in spite of the Thallanhall’s new elvishness. Because elvish or not, with Elvendere facing attack from the west, no commander, be it Thal or Thallanhall, would allow an enemy force to pass around the northern end of his line to survive and then attack his rear, opening a second front. I doubt even traitors within the ranks of the elfwizards could persuade Thal-Hak to allow Elvendere to become the meat in a Morloch sandwich.
“No, Allazar. We must keep driving north. We must oblige Morloch to unite his two forces as he intended, on the scree at the foot of the Teeth, and then oblige him to march them across that barren bitchrock straight into us. He really has no choice. If they remain where they are, they’ll freeze to death. If they gather on the scree they have nowhere to go except perhaps into the Meggenveld of Goria, and they’d have done that already if Elvendere or Goria was their target. I saw enough of Morloch’s mind beneath the Teeth, when the strange aquamire of the lens gave me the clarity I’ve been lacking since the last time you and I left Ferdan. These lands are his goal. Juria, Threlland, Mornland, Arrun, and Callodon. Elvendere can wait, if he doesn’t own it already.”
There was a long pause, Allazar gazing up at the stars, clutching his staff with both hands and leaning heavily upon it, the two of them listening to the camp sounds of nearly a thousand people trying to be quietly cheerful.
“And if you’re wrong, my friend, and there really are four thousand waiting for us?”
Gawain shrugged. “Then we’ll do our best to take as many of them as we can, which is what everybody believes we’re here to do anyway. But that’s the real reason why I don’t believe Morloch has such a vast army, Allazar. With all his centuries of planning, all the time he’s had to prepare? If he really did have four thousand Morlochmen and dark creatures at his command, he’d have marched them against Ferdan while we were still sitting in that rustless bucket being dragged along the Canal of Thal-Marrahan. We’d have stepped out from the Morrentill and found the black-eyed bastard standing there laughing at us.”
 
oOo



 
27. Revelations
 
Three days out of Ferdan, Elayeen suddenly stiffened in the saddle. It was late afternoon, cloudy but not altogether overcast and the light was certainly good enough for at least four more hours northward progress, but when she stood in the stirrups and Gawain followed the angle of her gaze, he knew precisely what she was going to say. Or so he thought.
“A Condavian approaches,” she announced, “From west of north.”
Gawain was so astonished that he could only sit and stare at her as she sat back in her saddle and adjusted her cloak and the bow slung over it. She turned her head to stare at him, and again, for the briefest of moments, he saw her eyes as he had often longed to see them, before Eldengaze snapped her pupils closed.
“Thank you,” he muttered. “Tyrane, signal eyes up, northwest, keep moving.”
“Eyes up northwest keep moving, aye m’lord.” Tyrane made the signals to the lad in the oversize tunic riding in the lead wagon behind the grappinbows, and at once flags relayed the signal and it was passed through the main body of the kindred.
“Send a rider to the vanguard, m’lord?”
“No, Tyrane, they’ll see it soon enough, if they haven’t already, and they’ll likely be sending a rider to us with the news. The rearguard will see it too, if it passes over us. I very much doubt that this one will descend low enough for us to bring it down.”
“We might not be able to, Longsword, but I’ve seen windhovers and other falcons today. We have allies on the wing.”
“Seems strange, m’lord, sending these things to watch us. If the enemy knows we’re approaching, why take the risk of losing them? They’d be far more use observing our deployment once the lines are formed.”
“They probably want to reassure themselves that we haven’t collected a thousand thalangard along the way. And to confirm our track, we’ve moved a lot further east of north since we left Ferdan, the forest is out of sight now.”
There was a whistle from the rear, and heads swung around to watch the signaller waving his yellow and black flags with gusto.
“One of the wagons has broken a wheel, m’lord.”
“Call a halt, we’ll wait.”
“Call a halt, aye m’lord,” Tyrane repeated, and the signals were made.
“It shouldn’t take long, m’lord, we’re well-prepared for broken wheels and axles.”
“Thank you, Tyrane. I’ll think I’ll take a moment for a word with my lady, if you gentlemen wouldn’t mind. Elayeen, with me please.”
Gawain eased Gwyn forward under the watchful eyes of the men of Raheen and Meeya thalangard. When they were some fifteen or twenty yards clear of the head of the column, Gwyn came to a halt, and Gawain dismounted. Without hesitation, Elayeen swung nimbly from the saddle, and walked forward to join him, gazing up in the direction of the unseen Condavian.
“Your vision is returned, Elayeen. I know it now. Yet you try to hide it from me. Why, E? Why pretend?”
“I’m the Sight, Gawain, sent to watch over the Word and the Deed. I’ve told you so, often enough.”
Gawain reached out, as if to turn her to face him.
“Don’t touch me,” the dead voice uttered, and she turned, and it was Eldengaze who stared at him. Then, with a blink, it was Elayeen, her expression set, determined, inscrutable, but still Gawain felt it cold. Her eyes were as beautiful as the first time he’d seen her trapped in the forest near the Ferdan track, but while they’d been damp with pain and filled with fear almost two years ago, now there was no sign of emotion in them at all.
“Elayeen,” Gawain gasped, his voice filled with anguish, “What is happening to you?”
“The Sight is powerful. I told you so, on the road to Jarn, did I not? But while its power remains undiminished, the changes wrought by the circles in the hall of your fathers have been made, and the Sight is mine now.”
“I don’t understand…”
A whistle from the rear, and a glance in that direction showed that the broken wheel had indeed been speedily replaced, and the column was ready to advance once more. When Gawain turned back to Elayeen, it was Eldengaze facing him, her blind eyes lowered slightly.
“I am the Sight, Gawain. It’s not for you to understand. Do you want the men to lose faith in the Sight, so close to the battle, or would you rather Eldengaze ride with you to war? I already know the answer. Don’t touch me. The Condavian moves more to the east, and will be visible to the vanguard now.”
And with that, Elayeen returned to her horse, and mounted, waiting patiently for Gawain to do likewise while he, heart pounding and utterly confused, could only stare up at her as the head of the column began moving towards them.
The Condavian, when it finally did float into the range of normal vision, wheeled high in the sky in the gap between the head of the column and the RJC mid-rangers at the rear of the van. After an hour, and never descending anywhere near enough for a shot to be considered, it finally turned north, and disappeared from view. Ten minutes after that, Elayeen calmly announced that it had veered west of north and faded from her sight.
The only modicum of comfort Gawain could find in the whole incident was that the men of Raheen, and Allazar too, were sure they’d seen a falcon rise up to attack the creature before it departed, though without much apparent success.
 
Elayeen didn’t speak again until night-camp was made and dinner taken, when finally Gawain had the opportunity to invite her to join him outside the marquee. The sight of their commander leading his lady into the quiet dark of night brought sad smiles to the faces of those sharing anecdotes and tall tales around the table, and the couple were given peace.
But although it appeared as though Elayeen’s hand was resting lightly upon his arm as he led her to the clearing beyond the flap of the tent, Gawain knew it was a deception on her part; her hand hovered a fraction above the sleeve of his tunic, and made no contact with him at all.
The clearing at the front of the marquee was a little larger than the first night, at the insistence of the men of Raheen. It served to provide timely warning of someone, or something, approaching, and would give plenty of room to fight should the need arise. At its centre, Gawain and Elayeen came to a halt, and she turned to look into his eyes, starlight and moonlight reflecting in hers while he struggled to make his voice work.
“Why do you remain so surprised, Gawain? Do you think I would rob the men of hope and give them, instead of a dread and powerful seer of darkness, a girl of a queen?”
“I thought…”
“You thought the Sight had left me, and diminished what little advantage we have over the enemy.”
“Yes,” Gawain whispered, acknowledging his fear, and he heard in his trembling voice the fluttering of the butterflies’ wings in his stomach.
“It hasn’t. Do you remember what I said, the day after you slew the Kraal on the road?”
“I remember everything you’ve said since the Sight took you. How could I not, when you said so little on our journey beyond ‘touch me not’ and ‘Do not block my vision of your surrounds’?”
“Tell me.”
“You said you were my Elayeen, who bound herself to me…”
“I am she, who bound herself to you. I am she, whom you took from faranthroth. I am she, whom you held in the night. But I am become the Sight. He is the Word. And you are the Deed. The Sight, to watch over you and warn of the darkness; the Word, to add knowledge, power and give meaning to the Deed. Friyenheth Ceartus Omniumde.”
“Yes.”
“I still am. And I too recall every word you spoke, and every look you gave. I know you did not abandon me, Gawain. There has not been a day that I have not seen your light blazing near me, and yearned to be consumed by its fire. But just as you have a duty, so too do I. Just as I cannot turn you from the course you have taken, you cannot sway me from mine.”
“What duty do you have, Elayeen? To watch for the dark wizard-made creatures? Is that all?”
“No. Would you be distracted, now, with the battle so close? Do you not remember the words you spoke to me at the baths of Calhaneth?”
“I shall never forget that dread place. Nor forget the sight of you standing guard, alone and soaking, barefoot in the water at the edge of the blue-stone pools.”
“You said you had a duty to me, to the others, and to the memory of your people. A duty to the peoples of the lowlands, some of whom are our friends.”
“I still do, but…”
“I have a duty too. The circles in the hall of your fathers have wrought changes in me, just as they have wrought changes in Allazar. And in you. Do you not understand that Allazar is become something far greater than he was? Do you not understand that you, too, have been shaped into something more than you once were?”
“Shaped? I don’t understand…”
“How else could you have survived the Black Rider’s poisoned bolt which pierced you? It was not Eeelan-t’oth which spared your life, Gawain, you should have been dead long before the Eastguard carried you to my care in my brother’s province. How else could you have survived the aquamire which darkened your eyes under the mountain? How else could you and your forebears wield the sword you carry with such ease, and with such effect against dark threats?”
Men moved by the horses across the clearing behind Gawain’s right shoulder, and in the moonlight he saw Elayeen become Eldengaze again. Then, satisfied that all was well, the pinpoints of Elayeen’s pupils expanded once more, wide in the silvery gloom.
“Do you remember your words to me, on the first evening after leaving the Morrentill?”
Gawain’s throat closed at the memory, and he could not speak.
“You explained your duty once more. And you bade me goodbye, Gawain.”
All he could do, while he clenched his teeth and tried in vain to prevent tears welling, was nod.
“Then, Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen, husband and bounden love, hear me now as I heard you then. I have a duty. There is now no time for gentle words, nor time to waste in tender looks and embraces. Not since the Jarn Road have there been any, save in my heart and in my dreams.
“I love you, Gawain. You have haunted me from the first moment I saw you in the moonlight almost two years ago to this day. You drew me from death, carried me out of faranthroth, through ice and snow, and gave to me the greatest gift any elfin could ever hope to receive. You gave me your heart, and your trust, and you stood by me in the gravest of dangers, and fought beside me from the Barak-nor in the north to the shattered courtyard of your home in the south.
“But now I must say goodbye to you, and let you go. In the days which follow, however many may be left to us all, I can no longer be Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan, Thalin-Raheen. I must be the Sight, she who is called Eldengaze. If we are to survive this war, I cannot be Elayeen, wife of Gawain. Goodbye, Gawain, my bounden love.”
And after a slight pause, no more than a heartbeat or two, Elayeen blinked away, Eldengaze returned. She turned away from him, and walked back towards the tent where Meeya was waiting and two men of Raheen stood at attention.
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28. Approaching Doom
 
The Condavian returned every afternoon, its arrival earlier with each passing day as the kindred army moved steadily closer to the farak gorin. Eldengaze remained, though at night when they retired to the camp beds in the marquee it was Elayeen’s eyes Gawain would glimpse before sleep in the dim light from the glowstone lamps hanging from the tent-poles.
Their progress across the northern plains was measured, but better than Gawain had expected, and the waggoners so expert at replacing broken wheels that on the four occasions when such accidents befell them, the horses scarcely had time to rip a clod of grass before the new wheel was in place and travel resumed.
But with each mile behind them and the Black Hills rising above the horizon in the northeast, the cheerful mood which had permeated the camp in the evenings faded to a grim, and quiet, resolve. Even the men of Raheen, riding on station behind their crowns, fell silent, and became increasingly watchful. Before, when they left Ferdan, there were still many miles and at least a week’s travel between the army and the doom awaiting them. Now, not so many miles, and far fewer days.
On the second day of October, they were seven days out of Ferdan, and when the sun set on the night-camp that cloudless and chilly evening the high peaks of Threlland were clearly visible.
“A copper and a jar of pickled roping for your thoughts, Longsword.”
Gawain smiled, watching Gwyn and her five horse-friends from Raheen happily munching at the long grasses to the western side of the marquee. All around them the camp was buzzing quietly, a hive of activity as cooks prepared the evening meal and men spoke quietly, if at all.
“The roping, Tyrane tells me, is finally all gone, along with the pickled herring.”
“Yes, there’s a wagon at the rear of the train filled with three hundred or more empty jars no-one knows exactly what to do with. All Tyrane will say is that you have a need for them, and so they’ve been retained.”
“So they have, and so I do. It’s another one of those futile hopes of mine, Allazar.”
The wizard nodded. “Then I shan’t press.”
“How is the book?”
“Progress is slow. I could only think of one M, and decided to attempt to circumvent the block by moving quickly on to the Ns. That didn’t work, so I tried the Os, and so on. Alas, too much is going on around me, I think. I’m convinced I’ll know the things as soon as I see them, but prising them from my mind is proving a trial.”
“What was the M?”
“Morloch.”
“Oh well poke me in the eye and call me a whitebeard, I’d never have thought of that one.”
Allazar smiled sadly. “I could have cried when I realised how long I’d spent working my way through the alphabet until that vile name popped into my head. I’m sorry, Longsword. Truly I am.”
“Bah. Maybe it’ll all come to you when you’re not thinking about it, or when you’re not trying so hard to remember.”
“Perhaps.”
“Perhaps it’s all part of the changes Elayeen spoke of.”
“Hers was a disturbing insight indeed. I certainly feel no different inside myself.”
“Indeed, all those hours you spent talking complete gibberish that no-one else could understand back at the Downland Pass, perfectly normal. My, how I had to work to convince the whitesleeves Turlock you’d received a blow to the head.”
Allazar threw back his cloak and drew a familiar canvass bag from his right hip, fished out a grubby notebook and thumbed through the pages. When he found the page he wanted, and held it out for Gawain to read the rude word he’d written there at the table outside the inn, the day that the refugees from Goria had arrived. The day they had all first encountered a Grimmand.
Gawain snorted and grinned in spite of himself. “That’s a word that I shall always associate with you, you beardwit, you know that, don’t you?”
Allazar sighed, smiling again at the notebook, and then nodded a greeting to Imzenn and Doryenn of the D’ith Met as they passed on their way to the centre of the camp. Doryenn, portly and red-faced, was beaming happily and waving his hands while recounting some tale or other to the elderly wizard of Mornland.
“Master Arramin was right, the wizard Doryenn is an amiable fellow. Good for morale too, he has many amusing tales to keep the men smiling.”
“I fear he’ll struggle tonight. We can all see the mountains of Threlland now. Tomorrow we’ll camp in sight of Tarn, and of the Teeth. The day after, we’ll form the line.”
“Aye. Already the smiles are becoming strained and voices muted.”
“What about that other wizard, the one with the unusual Ulmus-thing, the one Arramin didn’t seem overly impressed by?”
“Corax of the D’ith Met. Yes, he is indeed as Master Arramin described, ‘taciturn, concise, thoughtful.’ He keeps himself to himself, speaks little, but seems content enough to exercise his duties. He, like the other wizards of lower rank, makes frequent tours of the camp. They have much to do, especially in maintaining hygiene. Fret not, Longsword, I know the direction this conversation is likely to drift in, and yes, I have kept my eyes on him. And on the others too.”
“As long as they know what they have to do at the far-gor. They’ll be in the front line, after all.”
“They know.”
“And at least one of them is more than likely a Morloch spy.”
“I know.”
“Unless it’s possible for a wizard to disguise himself the way a Grimmand does.”
“I used to think it possible to cloud the minds of men so as to become invisible, for all intents and purposes, until that night in Juria when you saw me clearly.”
“Only because I saw your white pate gleaming in the moonlight before you summoned a black cloud to hide it and you from casual sight.”
“The Cloak of Quintinenn is not a black cloud, Longsword, or it could not be used in daylight.”
“Oh.”
“Oh indeed. If you saw a black cloud that night, then you saw the Cloak of Quintinenn, which is not supposed to happen. Hence my surprise when you snuck up on me.”
“Which brings us back to the changes Elayeen mentioned.”
“I had hoped one day to pick Master Arramin’s brains and decipher the adjectives which comprised the three circles,” Allazar gazed at his notebook, flicking through the pages of symbols he’d meticulously copied there. Then he sighed again and shoved the book back into his bag, and drew his cloak tighter. “Now our lady has shared her alarming insight with us, I am not so sure I wish to know.”
“I was so angry with her, Allazar, for her deception. I really have no idea how long it’s been since she became more herself and her vision returned. But, after we’d spoken, and when I saw her eyes gazing at me, Elayeen’s eyes, before she slept, I finally understood. She has done a far better job of things than I have.”
“Job?”
“Keeping the men’s faith. I had intended to be the ruthless DarkSlayer, heartless and cruel. How long did that last?”
Allazar smiled, and shrugged. “In truth, Morloch himself did much of the work for you before we arrived at Ferdan. The men knew then they were doomed, so few against so many. And besides, there are enough tales of your deeds throughout the lands to ensure that no-one in the kindred army is unaware of your success against the foul lord of the north. Does it matter now, if they see a man instead of the legend which you would have them follow?”
“I suppose not. You see? That’s the trouble with worrying about worms, you’re so busy trying to grab the squirming wrigglers you don’t see what’s happening around you.”
“And yet, the worms are important too. I confess, I had missed some of those you mentioned, concerning Morloch and his forces.”
“Oh, there are so many more. The reason for Calhaneth, Ostinath, that astonishing canal… the box keeps getting bigger. But those are all questions for another day. Ever since the Jarn road, Elayeen has remained entirely constant and concerned with her duty, whatever that might be. I can’t begin to imagine what it must have been like for her.”
“You cannot punish yourself, Longsword, you have no reason to.”
“Is that what I’m doing? It’s true that I feel guilty. Ashamed of wanting Eldengaze at my side more than Elayeen. Now I understand, now I know both are beside me, yet she allows only one to be seen. And she does this not for me, not even for herself, though I think she is angry with me, and rightly so. She and I were broken, Allazar, by the circles, when the throth was taken from us. I don’t think she can ever truly forgive me for that. She maintains Eldengaze for the sake of hope, and for the sake of all these people under our banner. What else she has endured along the way from the Downland Pass, only she can tell, and I do not think she will.”
Allazar turned to face Gawain, and then, without hesitation, reached out and placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder.
“My friend, as you have had this conversation with me, so too your lady has doubtless had this conversation with her childhood friend and companion Meeya of the thalangard. Doubtless, too, Elayeen understood the reasons for your goodbye at the Morrentill, just as I have no doubt you understand her goodbye to you four nights ago. Let it go. Stand together and fight together. And if, by some miracle, we should survive the coming battle, then you can begin to rebuild the life you had together.”
“You’re right, of course, though it pains me to say it. And if we do survive, people will say ‘look, there goes the one-armed wizard who fought with Raheen and the kindred army at the Battle of Far-gor.’”
“Ah,” Allazar smiled, and took his hand from Gawain’s shoulder.
“But thank you anyway, Allazar,” Gawain sighed.
“Now I know we are approaching our doom,” Allazar muttered.
“Some faster than others, bloody whitebeard,” Gawain grinned. “But although I confess my emotions were in turmoil when Elayeen bade me farewell, later on it was more of a relief than anything else. For the both of us, I think. At least I know she is still with me, and not trapped in some strange and ancient Eldengaze prison.”
“True, and the men do take heart in her ability to see dark wizard-made creatures. Without her, the fear of a Grimmand hidden within our ranks would devastate morale. It would be crippling.”
Gawain waited while more men passed by, and when they were out of earshot the conversation continued.
“It’s the one thing that does surprise me a little. I keep putting myself on the other side of the far-gor, and I’m certain if I had such weapons as the Grimmand at my disposal I’d use them at every opportunity while my enemy was on the march. Or, even better, a Kiromok.”
“Even if you knew the enemy had the ability to see such things?”
“Certainly, since only one of the enemy can do so, and can’t see in all directions at once.”
“I fear, Longsword, you still don’t appreciate the resources needed for the creation of such evil. If I were on the other side of the far-gor with you, and had the temerity to advise you, I would say, ‘which would you rather have, two hundred Razorwing or a Grimmand? Six hundred Razorwing or a Kiromok?’”
“Ah. And thank you again for teaching me that annoying exclamation.”
“I think the fact that the enemy are not sending anything more costly than a Condavian our way would seem to lend weight to your belief that this ‘black king’ the Meggen spoke is merely a demGoth. To a barbarian, such a wizard would indeed seem all-powerful. But in reality, vulnerable, and hence he has not risked his well-being in a direct assault on us from the air, and is, perhaps, keeping his limited resources in reserve.”
“We’ll find out soon enough. Though I sincerely hope there aren’t six hundred Razorwing circling above the bitchrock when we get there. There’s hard rock and pain enough at the farak gorin without them adding to the discomfort.”
“I suspect a flock that size would have been reported to us long before now.”
Gawain folded his arms, and shook his head sadly. “How did they defeat such things in eldentimes, Allazar? We at least have the Pangoricon at our disposal, up to the Ms anyway. They had nothing.”
“The evil contained in the Pangoricon wasn’t summoned all at once, Longsword. The weapons were developed over time. As the kindred overcame one, so another was developed in its place. Thuswise and steadily, Morloch was driven north, until at last he was bound beyond the Teeth. So much time has passed since those dark days, the significance of that great mountain range was lost, and ‘By the Teeth!’ has become just an expression. In the years shortly after Morloch’s defeat, the Teeth were revered as the salvation of all the kindred races of Man. Or so Master Arramin has said.”
“Yes,” Gawain sighed, and looked to the north in the gathering gloom. “I remember a girl with red hair telling me a tale about gods and giants sleeping beneath the mountains, and how the range was once revered.”
“Do I know this young lady who had such an effect on you?”
“Probably not. She had flame red hair, a colour never seen in my homeland, and was the first girl I met when my banishment began. It was the day I first met the Ramoth, too, on the Jarn road.”
“Ah. Well, let us hope that the flame-haired lass yet fares well.”
“I’m curious, Allazar, you’ve never spoken of your home. I presume wizards aren’t born old and thoroughly objectionable, nor spring from beneath rocks full-grown.”
“No, indeed we are not, and no, indeed, we do not. And I do not speak of my home for I have few memories of it. My earliest memories are of the Hallencloister, a dormitory with seven other children of my age, most of whom spent a great deal of time whining about how uncomfortable the hammocks were. It is not a period of my life I prefer to revisit, and I hope you’ll forgive me if I refrain from doing so now.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”
“A thank-you and a sorry, all in less than an hour. Verily I say, our goose is well and truly cooked.”
“There’s no need to make a song and dance about it. I just thought it a little more dignified than simply shrugging my shoulders. You can be overly sensitive at times, I’ve noticed.”
“It’s the constant threat of death by your hand, it takes its toll after a while.”
“My hand? I thought you’d have learned by now I wouldn’t dirty my hand for such a trivial thing. I’d cut off your arm and use your own to beat you to death.”
There was another pause, the two of them smiling and watching the activity all around them.
“We do seem to have come rather a long way together, Longsword.”
“Yes. The blame for which rests entirely with the changes wrought within me by those Dwarfspit eldenbeards. Two years ago if you’d put your hand on my shoulder like that I would have cut your arm off.”
“Ah!” Allazar beamed happily, eyeing a cook from Arrun and his helpers carrying large tureens into the marquee. “Dinner! And not a sniff of a pickled fish anywhere, isn’t that wonderful?”
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29. Bnor Mt
 
The third day of October dawned slowly, and Captain Byrne’s “soft rain” made striking camp uncomfortable and a little slower than the practiced speed of the previous week. Everything became slippery in the misty drizzle which seemed to waft like fog in great banks, drifting over them from the north. Visibility suffered accordingly, and so the RJC under Bek left well before the wagons began to roll, wheels slipping on the wet grass.
Nor was it just cloaks and overcoats, hair and helms which were dampened by the rain, spirits were too, and with the land becoming rather more undulating than the flat plains they’d left behind them, curses could be heard when draught-horses lost their footing or wagons slipped on the up-slopes. The going became rockier and lumpier too, and shrubs and weeds began to proliferate, and that meant more work for the one-twelve and the mid-rangers; every shrub had to be checked for concealed enemies.
There were none, of course, but that didn’t mitigate the need for vigilance, and at noon when the rain finally eased and the sun burned great rents through the low cloud, Gawain noticed Elayeen’s neck, or rather the redness of the soft skin there where it had chafed with her constant scanning of their surrounds. He drew Gwyn close alongside her, and mindful of her objection to him touching her, held out the soft silk blackcloth she’d worn to hide her hair at the Barak-nor, and which he’d carried ever since.
“For your neck, Elayeen,” he said softly, and her eyes flickered briefly, and she took it.
“Thank you,” she murmured, and slipped her cloak to don the garment while Gawain returned to his customary position.
“Is that Tarn, m’lord?” Tyrane asked, and Gawain glanced northeast, and saw the familiar profile of the high Threlland hill rising there.
“Yes, Tyrane. That’s Tarn. You can’t see the northern way and the steep path up from here. But tonight we’ll make camp close enough perhaps to see its lights. Tomorrow morning, we’ll be in its shadow when we reach our destination.”
“The Condavian returns, from slightly west,” Elayeen announced.
“Thank you.”
“A pity we don’t have something like that, m’lord. It’d be nice to know what the enemy are up to.”
We do, Tyrane, Gawain thought to himself, and eyed the distant rise of Tarn Point. And with any luck, we’ll have news soon.
There was an urgent whistle from behind them, and Tyrane relayed the message.
“Broken axle, m’lord.”
“Call a halt, we’ll wait.”
“Call a halt, aye m’lord.”
A few moments later Tyrane relayed the message that came from the rear of the wagon train. “Heavy wagon, m’lord, water butts and ellamas oil. Might take some time for the repair.”
Gawain shrugged. “It’ll take as long as it takes, we’ll not leave stragglers to fend for themselves out here,” and with that, he dismounted. “There’s a stream there, let the horses drink if they wish.”
Tyrane gave a signal to the flagman, watched while it was relayed to the rear, but remained in the saddle staying vigilant while Gawain and Allazar dismounted and walked the short distance to the small ribbon of water that seemed to wind across their path from nowhere.
“The going seems a little softer here, Longsword,” Allazar muttered. “A lot of water near the surface, springs and run-offs from the high hills to the east, no doubt.”
“Yes. There’s no rush, though, not now. We’ll make another four or five hours before night-camp.”
“And tomorrow, we shall form the line.”
“Yes, and here comes that Dwarfspit Condavian my lady warned about. I hope the dark bastard watching us through its Eye is amused by our plight.”
“The Condavian I can tolerate, it’s the sight of red smoke I have been dreading.”
“Yes, I’ve been staring at the horizon ever since the Teeth reared their ugly heads above it. They don’t look so threatening, this far from them, but when we crest the last ridge later this afternoon, they won’t look so benign.”
“And still nothing, no word of alarm from General Bek and his men, and nothing from Flag-Major Hern in the rear.”
“Would you rather we’d been attacked?”
“No. I am merely suggesting that the lack of enemy activity adds much weight to your belief that we do not face an overwhelming force.”
Gawain shrugged. “There’s not much we could do about it if we did.”
“And yet, it is cause for hope.”
“Which we dare not share with the men. For as much as I’m convinced of our small superiority, if there really is a flock of two hundred Razorwing or a dozen Kraal awaiting us, I’d rather not see spirits raised high only to be dashed on the bitchrock that lies ahead.”
“I know. It’s been enough for me to know you have some sly Raheen ploy at your disposal, I don’t need to know what it may be. But the men have nothing, just the certainty of doom, and a battle they can’t win. Still, in spite of the drizzle and the fate which awaits us, they march proudly under that new banner, and with discipline.”
“They do, and I’m proud to lead them. In the event we do survive the coming battle, it’d be worth calling another Kings’ Council, and forming a real kindred army, under that very banner. With Elvendere elvish again, my father’s dream, and Rak’s dream, of Union, is finished, at least in our lifetimes. But the kindred army, with the one-twelve, that’s at least feasible.”
“The Condavian is leaving, Longsword, and quickly at that. Only a brief visit this time.”
“They know we’re not going to receive any more support from Threlland than we already have. And we’re so far west of Elvendere now that they’d have seen any reinforcements arriving from that direction before the bird made it this far. They’re just making sure our numbers are the same as yesterday. I expect they’ll station it around the Beacon Gap, just to be sure a thousand thalangard don’t ride out to join us.”
“A pity they won’t. Though I…” Allazar suddenly gasped and shuddered with alarm, his staff glowed, runes visible running its length, and then the glow faded.
“By the Teeth, Allazar, are you well?”
“I am, Longsword, I am,” and the wizard glanced around furtively. Elayeen was looking at them impassively, Meeya was watching the Condavian, Tyrane looked a little surprised, but the men of Raheen sat saddle, inscrutable and professional, keeping watch in all directions.
“Was that what I think it was?” Gawain whispered, in spite of the fact there were only two horses, and one them Gwyn, to overhear.
“A message from Master Arramin. We are at the extent of his range I think, I did not see the flash of his Dove of Orris, did you?”
“No, for which I’m grateful, it means no-one else did either. What does he say?”
“Bnor mt icu arr.”
“Was the message corrupted by distance, or is that some sort of cipher?”
“Not really. It means the Barak-nor is empty, Bnor mt, he sees us approaching, ‘I See You’, and has signed it ‘arr.’ for Arramin.”
“Do you think you can acknowledge the message, without any of the other wizards seeing it?”
Allazar glanced around again. “Master Imzenn is with General Bek in the van, should his staff be needed there. Doryenn of the D’ith Met is with the rearguard, I asked him to provide coverage there in the event of an attack from that direction. Corax and the others are stationed at the rear of the wagons, together, where an eye can be kept on them and where they can in fact do the most good. Yes, I think I can reply without them seeing. What shall I send?”
“Ask if he’s safe in Tarn.”
“I shall. Perhaps if you could contrive to bring the horses behind me a little? It might shield me from view of the infantry and wagons more.”
“Easily.”
Allazar stepped forward across the stream, and Gwyn eased herself to her right, swinging her hindquarters around. There was the briefest flash, speeding away from the top of Allazar’s staff towards the peak of Tarn now slightly east of north, and Gawain only noticed it because he was watching for it.
A few moments later Allazar gave another jolt of alarm, and turned to Gawain.
“He is safe in Tarn, Longsword. And there is no sign of the enemy.”
“Dwarfspit. That can only mean they’ve already begun to muster on the scree. They must have used the cover of the Razorwing to evacuate the Barak-nor and move north. There’s no other direction they could have taken. What did Arramin say, exactly? Is there anything more?”
“No, Longsword. We agreed upon a simple language instead of a cipher, since the Dove of Orris cannot carry much information. His message was simply ‘I. ic no nme.’ Meaning, ‘Aye, I’m safe in Tarn, I see no enemy.’”
Gawain nodded. “Ask if there’s any more to report.”
Another flash sped away in the direction of Tarn Peak. And after a short pause, Allazar’s staff glowed again.
“No, nothing, Longsword.”
“Very well. Acknowledge his report. There’s no need to risk any further messages until something happens which is worth the risk of the Doves being seen. He’ll know not to risk sending any more Doves unless there’s something worth saying.”
“Yes, he will.”
“I know, those were part of my instructions to him.”
“Ah. It was also an understanding he and I reached while discussing ciphers. A moment, Longsword, while I send the acknowledgement.”
That done, and the horses grazing quietly, Gawain pondered the message aloud.
“When Martan and I crossed the far-gor, it took a little over twenty four hours from shore to shore, and that was with us sleeping on the rock for about six hours and walking, for the most part, at an experienced dwarf’s pace. Morloch’s army could have mustered on the scree and begun its march south already. How far would you say we are from the Point, at Tarn?”
Allazar shielded his eyes against the glare, clouds thinning as the afternoon progressed. “Twenty miles? No more than that, I should think.”
“Then the enemy will be about halfway across the farak gorin before Arramin sees them. Assuming they don’t march through the night. And even then, if there’s a moon, he or the scouts would see something.”
“Agreed, Longsword.”
“Well, once the axle on that wagon’s been replaced and the butts and barrels loaded aboard again, we’ll proceed four more hours or so, and make our last night-camp before we reach the far-gor. And we’ll form the line there come mid-morning. Let’s hope we get there before Morloch does.”
“With Arramin serving as our Condavian, at least there shouldn’t be too many surprises in store for us.”
“You might want to write that down in one of your notebooks, under F, for famous last words.”
“Ah.”
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30. The Web
 
Replacing the axle on the heavy wagon was achieved rapidly and with great efficiency. With the Black Hills of Threlland and the mountains in the east, and the peaks of The Dragon’s Teeth in the north, dwarves of the Threlland infantry made light work all the necessary lifting and shifting involved with the repairs. They needed no urging; their homes would be the first to feel the might of Morloch’s thousands should the kindred army fail in its purpose, with their friendly neighbours in Mornland next in line.
There was a surprise waiting for Gawain when, at dusk, the main force met up with the vanguard, who’d already bivouacked as usual and had chosen a good spot for the night-camp. It was General Bek, waiting patiently for the commander to finish his duties to his horse while the command-post marquee was being erected, who announced the surprise.
“My lord, long-rangers of the van reached the shore of the farak gorin shortly after noon. They found a dwarf in a tent up there, about two miles or so east of our current track. The fellow was rather excitable, said he was a subject of Raheen and demanded to be brought to your camp.”
“Martan of Tellek?” Gawain smiled.
“Aye, my lord. That was the name he gave. We have him in the larger stores tent, yonder. He seems perfectly content to sit and wait. Shall I fetch him?”
“No, I’ll go to him. Is there room for he and I to talk in there?”
“Certainly.”
“Thank you. I don’t wish to offend, but I’d like to speak with Martan alone.”
“Of course. I’ll give word for an extended cordon to be posted. Your peace will be guaranteed, Commander.”
“Thank you, Bek. About half an hour, there are some things I need to take care of first.”
“I’ll advise our guest accordingly.”
Bek marched off, grey cloak billowing, and barked a few orders. Gawain summoned Arras and Tyrane with a brief hand-signal, watching while the last tent-peg was hammered in and guy-ropes drawn taut around the command-post.
“Sire?”
“Rider Arras. Please inform the men. Now is the time for the Red and Gold.”
Arras beamed. “Aye, sire.”
“Tyrane, I have a personal request, I hope you’re not offended. Do we have a bottle of good port wine in our supplies?”
If Tyrane was surprised, it didn’t show. “We do, my lord, several cases, at General Karn’s insistence. It’s his opinion that one shouldn’t go to one’s doom except after dining in a civilised manner.”
Gawain grinned. “Excellent advice. D’you think you could rustle up a bottle for me? And a couple of tankards?”
“Tankards, m’lord?”
“I’ll be drinking it with a friend who firmly believes that it’s not the vessel that counts, but what’s in it.”
“Tankards it is then, m’lord.” And smiling, Tyrane strode off towards the wagons.
In the marquee, Gawain shed his cloak and tunic, and heedless of the bustle in the tent, donned the red and gold doublet painstakingly tailored to fit in Ferdan. When he drew the waist-cord tight and buckled on his belt, he turned to find Elayeen and Meeya gazing at him. He smiled, and slipped the cloak over his shoulders.
“My lady,” he said softly to Elayeen. “It is time to show our true colours. At dawn, we ride for the far-gor, and battle-camp.”
Elayeen stepped forward, her eyes her own and glistening, and she reached out a trembling hand, fingertips lightly brushing the royal insignia of Raheen emblazoned on Gawain’s left breast. Then she withdrew her hand, held his gaze a moment longer, touched her heart, and then brought a lump to Gawain’s throat with a deep curtsy which was mirrored by Meeya thalangard.
Gawain coughed. “Gentlemen if you please, a little privacy for my lady.”
At once, the marquee emptied, and Gawain stood at the flap door, his back to Elayeen until, after much rustling of clothing, he heard a quiet “MiThal” from over his left shoulder. He turned, and saw her, in the colours of his land, bow in hand, hair thrown back over her shoulder so that the crest over her left breast glittered in the light from glowstone lamps hanging on the tent-poles. He stepped forward, heart beating faster as he admired her, and then bowed, low.
“Thank you, miheth, miThalin-Elayeen.”
When he stood tall, she nodded slightly, and then she blinked, and was Eldengaze once more. Gawain turned, strode through the flap door, and gave a call of “Thank you, gentlemen” as he strode towards the RJC stores tent, pausing only long enough to take the bottle, corkscrew and two tankards Tyrane handed him on the way.
“Oh my eye!” Martan of Tellek gasped, wide-eyed and wide-mouthed as Gawain stepped into the tent, stooping a little as he did, for the tent wasn’t made to accommodate a six-foot two-inch Rider of Raheen. “Oh my eye!”
“Martan,” Gawain smiled, dumping the tankards and bottle onto a crate the dwarf had been using as a makeshift table, and to his surprise, the grubby and dishevelled miner suddenly bowed.
“None of that, you old coot, I didn’t drag you across the farak gorin a year ago to make of you a fawning courtier.”
And Gawain threw his arms wide, and almost had the life crushed from him in the embrace he received. After much back-slapping and grinning, Martan stepped back a little.
“Oh my eye, yer Majesty, let me get a better look!” and he raised the shutters of the single glowstone lamp hanging from the rear tent-pole. “The Red and Gold, as I live and breathe. Done my ‘eart proud, Serre, seeing you in the door like that. Just like seeing them boys, all them years ago.”
Gawain dragged a crate nearer the table, and indicating the one Martan had been sitting on, bade his old friend to sit. There, sitting quietly on crates of who knew what in the middle of nowhere south of the farak gorin, Gawain drew the cork, and poured the port.
“Aye and it smells like you got me letter, Serre, and brought some o’ the good stuff with you!”
“I believe it’s from General Karn’s private stock, so I imagine it won’t be too bad.”
“Heh, well, here’s to the General’s good health as well as yer own, Serre, however long it may last.”
“My health or the port?”
“Both, Serre, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
“You’ve heard the rumours, then?”
Martan nodded, and took a swig from the tankard, savouring the rich port wine before finally swallowing, and grinning happily. “Compliment’s to the General’s wine merchant, though to be honest, Serre, I think I preferred the earlier vintage we shared the last time we sat and ‘ad a sip or two together. And aye, rumours about how many that black-eyed ‘spit’s got lined up against us ‘as been doing the rounds for weeks now.”
Gawain nodded. And the port was excellent, though Martan’s hearth had been a lot warmer the last time they’d shared a bottle.
“But, Serre, you’ll be wanting to ‘ear about the good work me an’ the boys been doing since last we met.”
Gawain nodded, and leaned forward, and Martan glanced furtively around, and then grinned sheepishly for doing so in the confines of the tent before he fished a canvass bag from under his cloak.
“Now then, Serre. Best I start from the beginning or I’ll miss something which might be important.”
Gawain nodded, and the two settled as comfortably as they could, leaning forward, heads close together over their tankards.
“After you visited, and gave me the job, I made a few enquiries, quiet like, and got some old mates together. Grew up with ‘em, worked the veins together, man and boy, trust ‘em like brothers,” And Martan tapped his nose, and twitched his bushy eyebrows.
Gawain nodded his understanding.
“We started an exploratory shaft, right about where you and me crossed that blasted river o’ nothin’. We got a good ways, bunch of us, that’s when I sent you the message, about it being like honey-comb in a glass jar?”
“Yes, I remember. I was amazed, you said you could cut six times your own length in a day.”
“Nah, well, there’s the thing, Serre. It’s a funny old jar, that bitchrock, and no mistake. See, it’s all ‘ard rock and pain topsides, as you well know. But soft, like honey-comb below, like I said in me message to you. But, there’s the funny thing; you wanted us to make the working’s dangerous, and so we did. To do that, we digs down and up, down and up, like this, see?” and Martan made a wave-like motion with his hand.
Again, Gawain nodded his understanding.
“Well, when it didn’t come down on our ‘eads like, we started to get a bit more adventurous. Down, and up, and I mean down. We struck bitchrock again, which we took to be the bottom of the jar. Fair enough, you might say, Serre, and that was what we thought. But the more we dug, the more strange it got. Cut a long story short, Serre, what you got is a jar like them hip-flasks they sell to posh folk fer keeping their brandy in. Bottom o’ the bitchrock is arched, like the top is, if you was to look at it from the end.”
Gawain frowned while Martan took another pull on his tankard.
“Now, if you’ll forgive me for sayin’ so, you’re probably sat there a-thinking, so what? Well, so did we Serre, till we got a bit further out, and on one o’ the down-dips, old Clap’ammer suddenly stops dead at the cutting face and turns round to us, all big eyes and dropping trouser-bricks, and says ‘eads up boys! We got an end!”
“An end?”
“Aye, which is somethin’ you really don’t expect to find when yer ‘ammering yer way under that blasted river o’ bitchrock. An ‘end’ means the cutter at the face hears an echo coming back from his ‘ammer. An end means there ain’t nothin’ on the other side o’ the wall.”
Gawain blinked. “How far out were you?”
“Oh, about two hundred and seventy two yards, Serre, but it’s ‘ard to be accurate down below as you know. Not like outworld where you measure things by sight. Don’t forget, it’s weak workings we been digging. A tunnel-mile could be a quarter-mile in a straight line in outworld.”
“What did you do?”
“Pulled back to the entry, and sent word for Chakky the Corkpuller. Chakky’s an augerman and core-cutter, job’s to make cores, drill holes and such. Good old boy is Chakky. He arrives with his bag o’ bits, goes up to the end, has a listen, and commences to boring. Comes back and announces we cut into another tunnel.”
“Another tunnel? Under the farak gorin?”
“Aye, and it’s at this point, Serre, if’n you don’t mind, I’ll be taking another swig o’ the General’s good stuff.” And take another swig Martan did, before fishing a small lamp from his bag, and a folded, hand-drawn map. Again, he glanced around, and then both he and Gawain cleared the top of the crate they were using as a table.
When the map had been laid out, Martan twisted open the shutter of his hand-lamp, and Gawain’s eyes widened.
“We was right here, Serre,” Martan stabbed a thick and grubby finger at the southern end of what for all the world looked like a drawing of a large, stretched spider web. “As you can see, we was diggin’ north, towards the Teeth. Plan was, go out to about halfway across, then make a web o’ tunnels from the middle. Imagine our surprise not making three hundred yards before striking old workings.”
“How old?”
“Older’n anyone you an’ me knows, Serre, exceptin’ maybe that Morloch character. I assume that one still don’t look any better since we last saw ‘im?”
“No, he’s still the same.”
“Poor bugger. No wonder he’s miserable, looking like that. Anyway, when I say old, this shaft was was ancient. In we goes, all eyeballs and droppin’ trouser-bricks at the slightest noise. And the tunnel runs at a slant, see? It comes out here, on the shore of the farak gorin, about a mile and a bit from where you and me made the crossing. Traveller’s Crossing it’s called now, and there it be, on the map, right where me and the boys made our entry and went in. Slant runs out to five hundred yards from the shoreline, and then straightens, due west. And it don’t stop, Serre. Or don’t seem to…”
“Did you explore it to the end?”
“Nope. Waste o’ time. Want me to tell you why?”
Gawain blinked. “You’re telling me there’s an ancient tunnel running below the far-gor almost from Tarn to the wilds of Goria, and you’re asking me if I want to know why you didn’t explore it?”
“Aye, and tell you I shall, Serre yer Majesty, if’n you’ll let me finish what I was saying without further stopping, seen as my old brains is addled enough at what’s down there and this port’s good stuff.’”
“Sorry, Martan. But it’s mind-numbing.”
“Aye. And here’s some more nummy-stuff for yer mind then, Serre, ‘cos that tunnel ain’t the only one we cut into. We cut into ‘alf a dozen, all running longways down the farak gorin, east-west. And in them long-runs, every five hundred yards or thereabouts, we found spike-bores. Them’s auger-drilled holes, them are, into which a Morgmetal spike gets ‘ammered, so’s an engineer can put his lug-‘ole on the top of the spike and listen to what’s below. See here, Serre, here’s the ancient workings.”
On the map, six parallel lines cut across the web, disappearing off the page with ‘To Goria’ on the left-hand side of the paper, and ‘To The Sea’ on the right.
“It gets even nummier, Serre, believe you me.” And as Martan took a long draught of port, so too did Gawain.
“See this tunnel? We was about to cut our way through the ending into this tunnel, back in July it were, when there was a big rumble. Weren’t a shake, not a like a proper earthshake, but like something big was about to go off. We ran like our arses was on fire, Serre, and no word of a lie, if’n you’ll pardon me for sayin’ so. Got out, all of us, standing on the shore, sweating lumps, doing the count to make sure none were adrift or caught below.
“All accounted for we were, and those of us who saw it’ll swear it looked like some invisible ‘ammer the size of Thurmount swung down and smacked the Teeth broadside on. Then it comes back, like a wave draws back from the cliff after giving it a good thrash. At that point, our entry collapsed. This section here, at Traveller’s Crossing, from the shore, and fifty yard or more outward, all caved in.
“That’s when we decided to move east, and check the ancient workin’s for signs of a fall. All clear. So we left our original entry collapsed, and we been using this old one since. That’s where the ‘orsemen found me earlier today, in me tent, waiting. It meant we were about a mile and a bit east of Traveller’s Crossing, but that suited the lads too, bit closer to home like, less distance to carry the beer and such.”
Gawain grinned, and studied the map again, not daring to ask any one of the myriad questions jostling for attention while the worms and butterflies churned in his stomach.
“So, back in we goes, using the new entry, which is to say the ancient one, and out we goes, all the way out here. This longways run, number six we call it, on account of it being the sixth one we cut into, is the last one we opened. Chakky bores the ending-wall, gives the all-clear, and we cuts through. In we go. Poke me in the eye and call me Dwarfspit, not twenty yards from the entry is a Morgmetal spike, still in the ‘ole cut for it.
“And Chakky goes white, Serre. For a number of reasons, and as we counted the reasons, we goes white too. Reason one. It’s elvish, that Morgmetal spike. Got elvish writing engraved on it. But there’s another thing about that. Morgmetal’s ‘ard as glass and a bugger to forge, Serre. So ‘ard it’s used as crowns for grappinbows. There’s no dwarf alive knows how to engrave Morgmetal.
“Reason two, Serre. Morgmetal costs a fortune, on account of it being a bugger to forge and on account of it being uncommon. It’s why a grappinbowman must work so ‘ard at training fer his trade, can’t afford to miss when yer shooting Morgmetal into the wide blue yonder.
“Reason three, when we put our lug-‘oles on the spike, even deaf old buggers like us could hear the sound of big water. And by big, Serre, I mean big water, rushing below, and echoing. They dug the number six too deep, you could see the slope in the lamps, goin’ up towards the west when they realised it. Daft buggers. But then like Chakky says, we dug into their workin’s, so we dug too deep too.
“Reason four, there’s cracks in the floor where the spike’s stuck in. Old cracks. Cracks as must’ve formed when the spike went in, and after the shake we’d all just felt and the whacking the Teeth received, we weren’t about to ‘ang around and discuss the price of fish, if’n you’ll take my meaning. We ran, Serre, and it was low and fast running at that.”
 Gawain stared at the web laid out on the map, a thousand questions going begging as Martan took another pull on the tankard.
“Well, after all that running back to the shore, me and the boys had a bit of a conflab. Decided that number six there, well, that’d be the ending. We ain’t gone no further north than the number six run. One of Chakky’s sons calls ‘isself an ‘engineer’, very lah-di-dah, but he is in fact what we used to call a guess-ferret. They’re supposed to be able to use their brains to track which way a vein is going to run, down below, using all manner o’ devices and teaching, but the truth is, they mostly guess at it and then ferret it out by getting’ the likes of Chakky to cut cores and bore in to see what’s in there.
“This is by way of explaining, Serre, what Chakky reckoned aloud, while were settling our nerves over a pint or two back at the entry. Now, Chakky reckons these old long-runs were dwarf-cut, but not for fun nor profit, but for elves. Chakky reckons the elves figured or knew there was big water running under the farak gorin, and they wanted to track its flow, the way a guess-ferret would track a vein. You seen the east end o’ the bitchrock, Serre?”
“No. The Barak-nor’s the furthest east I’ve been.”
Martan’s eyes clouded briefly, as most dwarves’ do on hearing mention of that barren wasteland, but then he took another sip of port to drown the shame and continued:
“Bitchrock keeps going east, past the Barak-nor, towards a great rip in the land at the east end of the Teeth. But between the end o’ the bitchrock and the rip, there’s granite, and lots of it, too. Like a big plug it is, as though it were the backbone of a mountain big as your ‘omeland, Serre, worn down to a nub. And Chakky, who’s a good old boy and knows a thing or two, reckons that the granite is a plug. He reckons that all the water running under the farak gorin is run-off from the Teeth, and it can’t get to the sea ‘cos of the granite, and since it has to go somewhere, it goes west. Though o’ course it helps some that west is down ’ill far as us and water is concerned.
 “Now, I knows yer a-bubblin’ fit to bust with questions so in a bit I’ll shut up and let you ask ‘em, but here we come to the good work the boys have done, and since you got my letter you’ll know they’ll be pleased to hear I told you about ‘em. See the map? With that number six run as our ending, and the number three run as our middling, we cut us a chamber in the middle for resting and such, and then out we went in all directions. Best part o’ six months work in there, Serre. Best part of eighty miles o’ workings all told.”
“Eighty miles!” Gawain gasped, utterly astonished.
Martan looked suddenly sheepish. “Nah well, we’re not so young as we used to be, Serre, soft as the honey-comb down there is an’ all. But seen how we had to be careful making it all weak an’ such…”
“Martan, you old clod, I’m amazed, not disappointed! Eighty miles! By the Teeth!”
The old miner beamed. “Well not right by ‘em, Serre, only as far as that number six run.”
“Eighty miles of tunnels…”
“There was eighty-three of us down there, Serre, that’s a good number of old codgers making six times their length a day for six months. But you must remember, we were digging up and down, so a mile is a long way down below, but only a short way up topsides end to end. And don’t forget, those ancestors of ours cut a good many more miles down there before us, saved us a lot of trouble.”
“May I ask my questions now?”
Martan grinned, winked, and poured the last of the port into the two tankards.
“You said the tunnels were ancient, do you know how old?”
“Nah, well, down under ain’t like here in outworld, as you yerself knows, Serre. There’s bits o’ breezes down there but nothing grows, no light, no bat-poop or nothing to tell time by neither. But if’n I was to make a guess, I’d say them runs longways was cut, ooh, maybe thirteen hundred years ago, or thereabouts.”
“How can you tell?”
“Them what cut the entry left a slab set in the wall with the date and a few names on. Heh.”
Gawain grinned. “You old rogue. Did they leave anything else?”
Martan shook his mop of matted and unruly hair, and in the lamplight, a little dust fell from it onto the shoulders of his tunic. “Nothing as means anything, Serre. Few tooling marks is all, which to them would’ve been like signing their names on the walls. I did go back, Serre, back to the number six run. Much later though, when we were sure everything had settled. Knew you’d likely want to know about that spike, so I went back out, on me own, made a drawing of it and the ‘graving on it.”
Martan rummaged in his bag again, and drew out another folded piece of grubby paper. “Best I could, though, seen as I ain’t no artist.”
Gawain took the paper and unfolded it. The drawing was crude, but the old miner had obviously taken a great deal of trouble, and no small risk, to depict the ancient implement, a long spike rectangular in cross-section, and the symbols engraved upon its upper surfaces.
“How long is it, this spike?”
“Three feet above the ground, Serre, perhaps six inches buried in the rock. Chakky reckons that when the ‘ard stone of the bitchrock floor started to cracking, them as drove it in there did some low and fast running of their own. I tell you this, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so,” and Martan stared at the younger man with great sincerity, “That they was scared it’d go, enough to leave that much Morgmetal behind, that was what scared us all the most. That, and the sound o’ that big river, running right under the Land o’ Nothin’.”
Gawain studied the drawing again, but could make nothing of the symbols and writing. Perhaps, though, Allazar might understand the meaning of the engraving on the spike, engraving made more than a millennium ago.
“What’s the scale of the map?”
“Ah, well, the farak gorin is about forty mile across, shore to shore, at Traveller’s Crossing. You’ll remember that ‘cos you were the Traveller that crossed it. Number six run, here, is about three and an ‘alf miles out from the shore. Number one run, here, about three hundred yards. We reckon they was using old measures in them days, thousand paces to a short mile. The chamber in the middle o’ the web we dug, here, is in the number three run.”
“So three thousand paces out from the shore.”
“Aye. That’s the centre o’ the web. But see, we tied them six runs together, and fanned out diagonal too. So yer web’s stretched longways, it goes out three and an ‘alf miles, but you only got about five hundred yards wideways, and all these connecting tunnels between, up and down, up and down. And barrels o’ that really nasty beer at all these weak points. When the stack of ‘em in the chamber goes off, the flash’ll whizz down all these tunnels, sparking off all the others.”
“You used them all?”
Again Martan shook his head. “Kept back three. See, when you wants it to go, someone’s got to lay a line o’ that oil from the middle o’ the web all the way back to near the entry, then spark it off. That’s my job. It’s why the rest o’ the lads got packed off ‘ome. I weren’t going fer any o’ that drawing of straws nonsense. It’s a long way out to the middle, no straight path there neither, and even in our pomp none of us could hope to run faster than that oil goes when it’s sparked.”
Gawain stared at the grimy dwarf in whose company he’d shared eight weeks beneath the Teeth. He remembered the endless humour and boundless energy the old man had displayed below ground, and his courage in the face of Morloch himself.
“You plan on blowing yourself to bits to bring down the bitchrock.”
Martan shrugged, and gave a sad smile. “Well, I was rather hoping that when all them barrels in the chamber goes, I’ll pop out the entry like a cork from a bottle o’ fizzy plonk.”
Gawain shook his head. “We’ve got four grappinbows, their crews, ammunition, and all their accoutrements, including barrels of silkstring, twist-cord and cable-rope. I think we can make a better fuse than an old rock-knocker dribbling a trail of ellamas oil behind him.”
“Heh, well poke me in the eye and call me dopey! A barrel-load o’ cable-rope soaked in that stuff’ll do the trick rather nicely, I reckon!”
“I do, too,” Gawain smiled, and sat back, gazing again at the map in front of him while he sipped fine port, in fine company.
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31. Battle-camp
 
Gawain and Martan of Tellek shared a farewell embrace an hour before dawn on the following day, the fourth day of October. Dew clung to the grasses underfoot and stained their boots dark with moisture while three of the more elderly and travel-weary pack-horses were prepared in readiness for their final journeys. One, with a barrel of cable-rope slung in a harness on one side balanced by a barrel of beer on the other, was for Martan. The other two, laden with a few supplies and many hastily-written letters, were for Simayen Jaxon and his lady, Kahla, for the two Gorians had cheerfully declared themselves ‘tythen’, and a smiling Allazar had performed a brief but nevertheless happy and well-attended ceremony of goodwill for them both at breakfast.
Gawain had given them a letter for Arramin and a letter for Rak of Tarn, and assured them both that these documents were important, and in some respects they were, if for no other reason than it gave the King of Raheen a chance to remove the two former slaves from harm’s way in the coming battle. They had fled Goria and survived many perils seeking the sanctuary of Raheen, and Gawain simply couldn’t jeopardise their wellbeing any further than he had already by permitting them to stay.
The men of Raheen, resplendent in their faded but proudly-worn Red and Gold, knowing that the two Gorians had been granted rights of recognition and entitlement to declare themselves Raheen, gathered at the ceremony of goodwill to wish them well. There, they presented the couple with braided arrow-throwing cords, red and gold of course, with the earnest but somewhat sad promise of teaching them their use when the tedious matter of the battle was over.
Dwarves, learning that the two tireless and cheerful Gorians were being sent to Tarn with dispatches, hastily wrote letters home, and, of course, the couple agreed to carry them. Theirs was a tearful departure, they had made many friends on the journey from Ferdan, and it had taken Gawain, Allazar and Tyrane combined to persuade the couple that they could be and should be spared in order to carry out this most important task.
Gawain watched as they climbed into the saddle without a hint of nervousness, and remembered their excitement when he’d taught them how to do so outside the Inn of the Horse’s Head, in Jarn. They had travelled far together, Jaxon and Kahla, and Gawain was glad the couple had found each other along the way.
Then Martan, finishing a hunk of cheese filched from one of the boxes in the Jurian stores tent where he’d snored the night away, presented himself for the last time.
“Well, Serre, here we be a-partin’ again, though in truth we won’t be too far apart at that blasted river o’ nothin’.”
“No, Martan. Only about a mile and a bit.”
“Aye. Ta for the beer, and give me regards to the General for the port last night.”
“I shall. You remember everything?”
“Aye, no worries on that account, Serre, it were only the one bottle o’ port and you had half of it yerself.”
Gawain smiled, embraced his old friend again, and with a final slap on the back for each other, they drew apart. “Then farewell, old friend. Eryk’s loss is my gain. And good luck go with you. Next time we drink together, it’s your turn to buy the beer.”
Martan, too emotional to reply and with his eyes welling, gave a loud sniff, and a firm nod of his shaggy head, and then turned to climb into the saddle in front of the barrel-harness. Without further ado, the RJC officer acting as escort gave the word, and with a last wave from the tearful Gorians, the small party rode away from the night-camp and into the gloom.
“Perhaps we’ll see them all again,” Allazar sighed, leaning on his staff. “In Tarn.”
“Aye,” Gawain agreed. “Perhaps we shall.”
Short blasts on horn and whistle sounded through the camp, and all was hurried activity. The army of the kindred was striking camp for what could very well be the last time, and when dawn broke behind the heights of Tarn to the east of that final night-camp, they were already moving north.
“Men are grim, m’lord,” Tyrane remarked when they were under way.
“They’ll forget it when we reach the far-gor and make battle-camp. Then it’ll be the waiting that’ll be the hardest part to bear. Is the rearguard close?”
“Aye, m’lord, half a mile, no more, as ordered.”
“Good. No point them hanging back any further than that now.”
Gawain could just about make out General Bek and his main force against the grey backdrop of the Teeth in the shadow of Tarn’s hills. He’d ordered them to remain close too now, while deploying only the long-rangers to keep watch near the shore of the far-gor. He’d also given instructions that the long-rangers should locate the spot Martan of Tellek had described as the collapsed ‘entry’ at Traveller’s Crossing, so it could be used to centre his lines of deployment.
The sun had only been up two hours, weak and pale on its southerly winter track, when Elayeen gave warning of the early approach of their regular Condavian, and no-one paid it much attention when it later over-flew the column trudging north. It remained too high to attempt a shot, and they were used to it. When it turned and soared back towards the Teeth, even it seemed bored and disinterested in them, which Allazar found slightly unnerving.
“You’d think it’d pay more attention to us than that, now we’re nearing the end of our journey,” he complained.
Gawain shrugged. “They know there are no reinforcements coming now. I expect they’ll pay a lot more attention when our lines are drawn up.”
“Or they’re confident that we don’t represent much of a threat,” Allazar mumbled, scanning the horizon and glancing up the high points of Tarn as if expecting Arramin to send a message of warning at any moment.
“They doubtless are, Allazar,” Gawain reminded him, “Because we doubtless don’t.”
“Well they could at least do us the courtesy of taking us a little more seriously than they are, is the point I am making. Though rather badly, I confess.”
“D’you remember saying you were neither a warrior nor a General, and have no military strategy?”
Allazar sniffed.
“Well,” Gawain smiled, “For the enemy to show any increase in interest in our manoeuvres would, in fact, be alarming. It might indicate a trap ahead, waiting to be sprung, or nervousness on their part and thus an admission of inferiority or lack of confidence in themselves. Especially since we know they have at least one spy in our camp. Which reminds me, you did make the arrangements?”
“I did, Longsword. When we make camp, all wizards bar Master Imzenn will retire to support the rearguard while lines are drawn.”
“How did they receive the order?”
“With equanimity. Doryenn was his usual jolly self, though I must admit Corax seemed a great deal more thoughtful on hearing the news. His brow was certainly furrowed deeper than usual. But, as I took pains to explain, with two wizards of staff power in the front lines, it was the rear which needed reinforcing while the army’s attention is focused entirely on the matter of deployment. And I have to say, Longsword, that even with no military strategy and I being neither a warrior nor a General, it also made perfect sense to me.”
“Good. I want them five hundred yards to the rear until they’re needed at the front.”
“So you made clear to me last night, and so I made clear to them when Captain Tyrane kindly allowed me to join him on his rounds of camp.”
“Well done.”
“Thank you.”
“These amusing tales that the wizard Doryenn entertains the troops with, I don’t suppose you’ve learned any of them?”
“Alas, Longsword, I’ve been a tad busy of late, and haven’t had the chance to enjoy any of those anecdotes.”
“Pity. And Imzenn is up front with Bek. Leaving me stuck with you. It’s going to be a long two hours to the far-gor. I spy with my little eye, something beginning with M.”
“I refuse to be drawn into such childishness, Longsword, particularly since if by some miracle we survive the coming battle, word will doubtless get out as word so often does.”
“Was ‘miracle’ your go at an M?”
“No.”
“Good. It was Mountains. And I knew you wouldn’t get it because the only bloody M you know is ‘Morloch’, and he’s probably been a tad busy of late too.”
There was a long pause, before Allazar finally muttered “I would’ve gotten Mountains if I’d been playing.”
 
It was closer to two and half hours later when Bek eased up and waited for Gawain and the head of the column to catch up.
“My lord. The farak gorin lies yonder, perhaps three quarters of a mile. The marks you bade the scouts look for are slightly east of our current position, perhaps fifteen points of the compass. Not that they work properly this close to all the iron in Threlland.”
“We’ll head east then, to the mark. I want the front lines a hundred yards from the shore of the far-gor as I mentioned last night. Have your advance party set out the flags as instructed?”
“So my riders report, my lord.”
“Good,” Gawain took a deep breath, and gazed away at the peaks in the north. In the crystal-clear air they seemed so much closer than they actually were, and the chill of that air made his lungs and nostrils tingle. “Thank you, General Bek. At this point I believe General Karn and his men should lead. Please have the RJC support the one-twelve at the flanks forward, and have your pathfinders point the way.”
“Aye, my lord,” Bek saluted smartly, and wheeled his horse around, giving quiet orders to his adjutant.
At a signal from Tyrane, Karn rode up from the head of his infantry, most of which flanked the wagons.
“My lord?” he growled, his iron helm gleaming a dull grey in the pale morning light.
“We turn fifteen points east, General. Threlland will follow the pathfinders to the flags. From this point, responsibility for the smooth deployment of our lines rests on your shoulders, Karn.”
The dwarf beamed. “Aye, milord. Smooth as silk it’ll be, if I have anything to do with it. Though for that you can thank yer adjutant for his meticulous instruction as to which wagon should go where in the marching order today. By your leave, my lord?”
Gawain nodded. “Honour to you, General Karn, and to Threlland.”
Karn snapped a salute, trotted his horse away to the east a little, and with a mighty voice which belied his stature bellowed: “Threlland to the fore!”
A great cheer went up, hammers were held aloft, and with a determined stride, the infantry advanced, wagons following close behind.
Gawain and his retinue sat saddle quietly, watching as first the infantry and then the wagons and mounted volunteers passed by, before Gwyn moved forward, taking up a position in front of Hern’s rearguard. With the end of their long march from Ferdan in sight, the army covered the remaining three quarters of a mile in what seemed to be the blink of an eye.
The flag of the kindred had been set on a lance driven in to the rocky ground just south of the collapsed entrance to Martan’s original exploratory tunnel. Two shorter flags had been posted two hundred and fifty yards either side of the first, and it was between these, a hundred yards from the edge of the farak gorin, that the front line was formed.
The infantry, in a column of twos, peeled away either side of General Karn and his staff who sat saddle dead centre of where the line was to form. The wagons, also in a column of twos, peeled away likewise, so that when Gawain brought Gwyn to a halt, the entire formation except for the rearguard occupied a line five hundred yards across. The mounted volunteers swung out and around to join ranks with Herns’ rearguard, while the RJC and the one-twelve remained on the flanks, forming a mounted gauntlet.
Gawain dismounted, and strode forward to stand, poised with his arms folded, his right boot on a large brown boulder erupting from the rocky, gravelly soil. He nodded, approvingly.
“Here, Tyrane,” he called over his shoulder. “Here’s where the command-post shall be raised, with this boulder a few yards from our front door.”
“Aye, m’lord!” Tyrane called, and while Gawain and all of Raheen stood close and watched proceedings, the battle-camp was made.
 
The front line was made up entirely of wagons, and when the horses were unhitched and led to the rear the process of unloading them began in haste. There were forty-six wagons in all, with the heaviest at the centre of the line and the progressively lighter ones towards the flanks. The four disguised grappinbow carriages sat behind the line of wagons, still covered and spaced some twenty yards apart from each other, there to remain until the order came to deploy.
Streams of men and dwarves carried materiel to the rear of the command-post tent, hastily and efficiently erected, and while they did so, Gawain stood over a map on a folding table outside the tent flap, checking the lay-out of the camp against the details drawn up en route from Ferdan.
“When we push the wagons together, m’lord, the line will be quite compressed.”
“Alas, Tyrane, we only have what we have. Besides, we only need a wall a hundred yards long for a thousand men to form behind; a line of a hundred, ten deep, doesn’t take up much space. With a couple of feet between each wagon, we have enough.”
“The wizards have deployed to the rear as ordered, Longsword.”
“Thank you, Allazar. No word from Arramin?”
“No.”
“Good.”
With so many hands working and relatively little in the way of supplies and materiel, the battle-camp was substantively emplaced less than two hours from their arrival at the far-gor. Neat rows of tents for the men formed well to the rear of the command-post, and horses grazed on the rough grasses in the area between. Lunch was frak and freenmek, with orders given that the cooks should make ready for the evening meal only when all else in the camp was settled.
Long boxes were laid out behind the wagons, and the vehicles manhandled closer together, and though the men exchanged puzzled looks when boxes of pyre-brick and the more than three hundred empty pickled fish jars were divided equally between the wagons, the work was done quickly and without complaint.
And still, in spite of their arrival at the farak gorin and all their activity, Elayeen reported nothing dark around them. Bek deployed short-rangers in a semi-circle around the camp, the easterly outrider taking station near Martan of Tellek’s tent. Hern’s heavier Callodon Cavalry formed a line to the rear, and it was with them that the wizards of lower rank were deployed in case of attack from the south.
“It’s all gone rather splendidly,” Allazar admired the orderly lay-out after the organised chaos that had marked their arrival.
“Which are the four modified grappinbow wagons?” Gawain asked.
“Those with the green painted wheel-hubs, m’lord.”
“Good. Have the grappinbow crews shift the weapons nearer to the wagons so they’re ready to be uncovered and lifted onto the mounts at a moment’s notice, please. We may find ourselves visited from the air with little warning.”
“M’lord.”
“And when that’s done, break open the boxes. I want the blades therein fixed to the north-facing sides of the wagons, firmly, and no more than three feet apart. Sharp edges toward the enemy.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“And then, when that’s done and inspected to your satisfaction, the jars are to be prepared. I’ll show you how when you’re ready.”
“Serre,” and Tyrane hurried away to relay Gawain’s orders.
“Rider Haldin, a word if you please,”
“Sire,”
Gawain walked a few yards away from the table and the General Staff gathered there, spoke briefly with Haldin, and then returned while the Rider hurried to undertake whatever task had been given him.
“The jars, my lord,” Bek frowned, “May we know what they’re for?”
Gawain smiled. “It’ll become obvious when they’re deployed, General, but for now there are some things I want to keep up my sleeve. It might not make any difference, but what little I do have up my sleeves I should like to keep there for as long as possible.”
Haldin returned to his station with a nod to Gawain, who smiled briefly before turning his attention to the sketches once more.
“Karn, make sure your men know they’re not to advance forward of the wagons at any time, until or unless the order to do so is given.”
“I’ll tell ‘em again, my lord.”
“Good. Well, as battle-camps go, I suppose this is it. Nothing to do now but carry on getting everyone settled as comfortably as possible. Keep good watch, gentlemen, don’t rely on my lady. Rotate the watches regularly so they don’t get bored or find their senses blunted with familiar scenery. And once the evening meal is done, no fires to be lit, lamps lit only when absolutely necessary for safety. We’ll all need our eyes undimmed by artificial light tonight, and every other night we may have to wait for the enemy.”
There was a chorus of “my lords,” and since it was clear that they’d been dismissed, the staff went about their duties. Tyrane folded the maps and charts, and placed them in a leather dispatch case he’d taken to wearing, just as Allazar carried his canvass bag strapped over his shoulder. With a sharp salute and a smile, he strode off to supervise the fixing of hafted coulter-blades, cut-down halberds, scimitars and other sharp implements along the front line.
When the eight of Raheen were alone, Gawain walked forward of the boulder where a Callodon lance bearing the standard of the kindred forces had been rammed into the ground to mark the command-post. Elayeen, it seemed, no longer needed to rely upon Meeya, though her elfin friend was never far and always watchful. They formed a small circle of Red and Gold, save for Allazar, who wore his grubby wizard’s robes beneath an equally grubby cloak.
“This is where Raheen shall stand, or fall. Keep good watch, and stay sharp, all of you. I’d expected some kind of activity from Morloch’s spy, or spies, before now. Something in the food, perhaps, or water or ale, to render our forces unwell, or worse.”
“The wizards have been scrupulous where hygiene is concerned,” Allazar announced, his voice low, “And most of the cooks are professionals of Arrun and Mornland, and wouldn’t let anyone not their equal near the braziers or preparations.”
“Which makes it even more likely that any internal attempt on our wellbeing will happen here. Or, of course, and in deference to Allazar’s continual sighs of worry, it means the enemy have so little regard for us they can’t be bothered with such dishonourable actions as I’ve described. And in truth, if they do have four thousand at their disposal, they won’t need them, and this may indeed be where Raheen finally ends. I’m not going to make pretty speeches. You all know what is in my heart, and everyone can see the crest I wear here,” and Gawain touched his heart. “I know what is in your hearts too. Whatever happens when the enemy advances, they will know who it is facing them here on the shores of the far-gor. I mean to vex Morloch to the very end, his or mine. Let’s do our best to make it his. Allazar, with the wizards at the rear, and all others busy now, send word to Arramin. The message is: 3M 2M G.”
“3M 2M G.” Allazar repeated, and simply closed his eyes, his lips moved a little, and sausage of light inflated at the end of his staff before breaking away and speeding faster than the eye could follow to the high Point at Tarn, to the southeast of the battle-camp.
Allazar was about to announce that the message had been sent, which they all knew anyway, when something bright seemed to slam into his staff and he shuddered with an audible gasp.
“A reply,” he managed, blinking, “3M 2M A. icu”
“Good. There should be no more of those Doves to or from Arramin until the enemy are sighted. Riders, if you wish to send your horse-friends to safety, and if they will go, now is perhaps the time to do so. Raheen’s last battle will not be fought on horse-back. Here we shall remain, until it’s over.”
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32. Battle-cry
 
Later, while stores were being set aside in tents and the more mundane chores of camp were attended to, the air was briefly filled with the short and insistent squeals of protest issuing from indignant Raheen chargers when their chosen mounts suggested they run free. Gwyn wasn’t one of them, choosing instead to gaze at Gawain with wide and disdainful blue eyes before nudging him forcefully in the chest, shoving him out of the way and strolling away to the west in search of grass that hadn’t been crushed underfoot.
When Tyrane returned after an inspection of the wagons, Gawain gave a wave towards Elayeen, indicating that he and the adjutant were going forward, and the way she turned her head slightly west was enough of an acknowledgement for him to understand she had seen and understood his intent.
“Blades are all secured, m’lord, used a lot of the twist-cord and a fair bit of the cable-rope from one barrel.”
“Do you think they’ll withstand a hit from a Razorwing?”
“I think it will depend which part of the creature hits which part of the blade, m’lord. Beak, wing, blade, or handle.”
“Have the men guessed the purpose of the edges yet?”
“No, m’lord. They think they’re to stop the horde clambering over the wagons.”
“Well, there’s that too. Come, I’ll show you what I want done with the jars, though I want it done quietly. I’d prefer the wizards in the rear not to learn about them too soon, if that’s at all possible?”
“The infantry are a good bunch, m’lord. I believe General Karn has made it clear that some things are best kept to themselves, including such things as arrow-throwing.”
“Good.”
At one of the wagons, Gawain and Tyrane walked around to the north side. Coulter-blades and other sharp implements had been lashed to handles made from half a halberd pole split and then whipped together with cord. They would make for nasty weapons, though how long any would last in battle was doubtful. These makeshift weapons, and Gawain had never intended that they should be wielded by hand, had been lashed, upright, all along the forward-facing sides of the wagons, sharp edges facing north. Any Razorwing foolish enough to attempt to fly between them would find its wings neatly clipped.
Gawain reached in to the wagon and withdrew an empty pickle jar, removed the lid, and stooped to fill it almost to the brim with gravel. That done, he took a single pyre-brick and wedged that in to the gravel in the jar, so that it stood proud of the rim, and was firmly held in place.
“I want them all like this. Twist-cord should be tied around the necks of the jars like this, so that when the order is given the jars can be hung between the blades on the wagons. They’re to hang at head height, Tyrane, and dwarven head height at that.”
“Understood, m’lord. Anything else?”
“Yes, use the silkstring we have to make fuses that can be lit quickly from the south side of the wagon, and each wagon is to have a jar or bottle of ellamas oil in it. When the time comes, the order will be given, ready the jars. At this point, the jars of pyre-brick are to be doused with ellamas oil and strung between the blades. The next command will be ‘fire the jars’, and that’s when they must be sparked off. Remember, head height.”
“Aye, m’lord. May I ask why?”
Gawain glanced around. “Something Allazar told me, about the Razorwing when we encountered it at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan. It may be a futile hope, but I’m hoping it’ll spare us the worst of those winged bastards when they attack.”
Tyrane nodded. “The line’s quite short, m’lord. If it doesn’t work…”
Gawain shrugged. “They have much worse at their disposal. As I said, it’s probably a futile hope. But better than nothing. Besides, the reports from Sarek’s Rangers and the beacon-watch spoke of only half a dozen of the wretched things being seen. According to Allazar, it’s more likely that the enemy’s resources have been spent in other directions.”
“Leave it to me, Serre, I’ll get the job done.”
“You’ve gotten us all here with everything we’re likely to need, my friend. Thank you.”
“Let’s hope Healer Turlock never gets to hear how little clean linen for a field hospital I managed to scrounge at Ferdan. But I expect he has enough problems of his own down there with the Westguard.”
 “Yes, I daresay. And he’s probably yearning for a jar of pickled roping, and finding there’s none to be had for love nor money.”
Gawain left Tyrane with a grin, and returned to the command-post, where Elayeen was standing on the boulder and shielding her eyes while she peered into the north-western sky.
“Something dark, my lady?” Gawain asked quietly.
“A Condavian, at the extent of my sight. It circles, but is faint.”
“Probably at the Beacon Gap, watching for any support from Elvendere. I expect it’ll pay us another visit before sunset, just to observe our deployments.”
She stepped down from the rock, her eyes momentarily her own. “Thank you, Gawain, for telling me of your movements earlier.”
“I’ve no intention of straying from your Sight, Elayeen, or from you. Is there anything you need?”
“No, Meeya is a good friend.”
“And the one-twelve?”
“Are loyal. Many are from Minyorn.”
Gawain frowned. “That’s the province near the northern wheel, on the canal. Is that important?”
But Eldengaze blinked back at him. “Tell the Word to remain close now, too. Powerful he may be, but he is still blind compared to me.”
“I shall,” Gawain muttered, and Elayeen moved away to join Meeya, both of them under the watchful eyes of the men of Raheen.
“Arras, where’s the Only One of Raheen? In the tent?”
“No, sire, last I saw of him, he was down at the eastern end of the line, with the wizard Imzenn.”
Gawain looked around, frustrated. And then Allazar appeared with Imzenn, moving through a group of horses that were grazing about thirty yards northeast of the marquee. “Bloody whitebeards, never around when you need one, then two turn up at once.”
Arras chuckled, and then hastily tried to keep a straight face as the wizards approached. Imzenn gave a polite nod of his head and continued into the marquee, notebooks in his hand, while a smiling Allazar strode directly to Gawain.
“Master Imzenn is kindly making copies of my latest additions to the book, Longsword. I remembered another B, and an R, which led to an S.”
“Splendid. Wasn’t ‘Big Razorwing’ followed by ‘Small Razorwing’ was it? Because that would really only count as one.”
“No,” the wizard pronounced, “And it is not the quantity of words but the content that matters, Longsword, I would never stoop to such schoolboy artfulness. You are in remarkably good mood considering the worst of all possible times is begun.”
“No, the worst of all possible times will begin when the enemy are sighted. Elayeen has asked me to command you to remain within her sight. It seems, for reasons she is unable or unwilling to explain, she values you. Wandering off beyond the horses without telling her wasn’t a good idea.”
“Ah. My apologies.”
“No need to apologise to me, I’m not the one worried about you. Anyway, consider yourself commanded.”
“I shall, and I shall apologise to our lady at the first opportunity. Whenever she is in my sight, which,” Allazar and Gawain swung their gaze this way and that, “She currently isn’t.”
“I believe her Majesty is availing herself of the facilities set aside for ladies, sire,” Haldin announced quietly, “There’s a large tent not far behind the command-post. Rumour has it they’ve managed to convey a large tin bath from Ferdan, and without it appearing on Captain’s Tyrane’s lists. Tam and Wex followed as far as they were permitted, sire.”
Gawain nodded his thanks. “At least the men of Raheen are staying sharp. We need to do a better job of it ourselves, Allazar. A tin bath, did you say, Haldin?”
“Yes, sire. In a crate, disguised by filling it with those elven honey-bars. Or so I heard.”
“Why? You’d think they would have had the common sense to disguise the bath by filling it with something useful, like bottles of beer or Jurian brandy.”
“Or a couple of cases of vintage port wine?” Allazar smiled.
“Karn brought a bath-tub too?”
“No, I think he merely labelled the crate ‘bath and bathing supplies’ to prevent the contents being filched along the way.”
“Is no-one taking this war seriously? Besides, if he wanted to deter pilferers, all he had to do was label the create ‘Pickled Roping’.
“I understand there are some in our ranks from Callodon who enjoy that peculiar delicacy; though I must say it wasn’t a frequent addition to the menu when I served in King Brock’s court.”
“Imagine how disappointed they would have been on finding Karn’s vintage port in place of that slimy preserved seafood. Oh, and I thought you’d like to know, I finally discovered what a ‘coulter’ is, no thanks to you. But enough of this idle banter, there must be something far more important than talking to a wizard that needs my attention.”
“Enforced idleness is one of the unfortunate consequences of command, Longsword, when you surround yourself with highly-efficient officers and men. In truth, I don’t think I could have imagined the orderliness I’ve seen on display. We have much to thank the Generals and Captain Tyrane for, I think.”
Gawain nodded. “We do. That and the fact that our forces are so small.”
Arras shuffled a little, shifting his weight.
“Something, Arras?”
“There is one thing I overheard, sire.”
“Not another bath-tub I hope.”
Arras grinned, and then became serious. “No, sire. It’s the new banner, my lord. I’ve heard it bandied about camp that the Soldiers of the Kindred should have a proper battle-cry to go with it. Seems every land has their own, and none of them are appropriate for all of us under the new flag.”
Gawain’s eyebrows arched, and his expression of surprise was mirrored on Allazar’s face.
“It’s a good point, Longsword, and the kind of thing men and women under arms need to bind them in comradeship, even long after war.”
“Give me a moment,” and Gawain walked the few yards away from the command-post to rest his boot upon the boulder, arms folded, eyeing the distant Teeth and remembering the darkness he once saw shimmering there. Memories of Morloch’s appearance, here, when he crossed the far-gor with Martan of Tellek came flooding back.
The shimmering took shape, long and thin and black, and Gawain folded his arms. Morloch, seeming to crystallise out of thin air.
 "Still you vex me, nothing. Still you vex me."
 "You'll not have long to wait, Morloch. And then nothing shall vex you ever again."
 "Cower. Beg mercy. Grovel, nothing, or know my wrath."
 "No. You shall know mine."
 "Futile. You shall perish. You shall not set foot on the Teeth."
 "You said that about the farak gorin, scum, yet here stand I."
 
Gawain smiled, his lips pressed together and cruel, and he turned and strode back to the group, now swollen by the presence of Elayeen and Meeya, the two Riders who’d escorted the ladies, and Tyrane, who reported that work on the jars was well underway and would be ready for final inspection in half an hour. Imzenn emerged from the tent, and handed Allazar his notebooks.
Gawain nodded, acknowledging Tyrane’s report, and eyed them all. “The battle-cry for all those under our new banner, now, and should we survive, henceforth, is but a single word. For as long as Morloch and his minions threaten our lands, the Soldiers of the Kindred have one duty, and the battle-cry shall reflect that. It is one word. Vex. We shall vex that black-eyed bastard to his last breath, or ours.”
The grim smile on the commander’s face spread through the group, and slowly through the entire camp, as the word was passed.
 
When dusk fell and the smell of fresh-lit pyre-brick wafted through the camp, the flap door of the command-post was closed and the lamps within lit dimly, and the tables laid for what they knew could be the last dinner all who slept under that capacious canvass roof might enjoy. The Generals were quiet, but through weariness rather than poor mood, and indeed the humour around the long and wobbly tables (it was impossible for them to be made stable on the rough ground this close to the farak gorin) was good. The Riders of Raheen were stationed at the door and ate the same hearty fare as all those at table, though they only sipped at Karn’s port wine, wishing to keep their heads, and eyes, clear.
Only Allazar was denied the flame-grilled beefsteak and pottage, and greatly was he puzzled until a covered platter was carried into the gloom and placed on the table before him by a cook from Arrun, who announced that the meal was ‘with the compliments of the Commander’. With a flourish, the cook removed the covering to reveal a whole spit-roast rabbit on a bed of pottage.
“Rabbit!” Allazar sighed, and smiling like a bride at her wedding breakfast, sighed, and announced, “Isn’t it wonderful!”
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33. Better Late
 
“The Condavian is late,” Allazar grumbled.
Gawain had taken his now-familiar pose at the boulder, and was eyeing the banner of the kindred hanging limply from the lance-point above his head. The battle-camp was quiet, patrols and pickets deployed as soon as the sun had risen and daylight had revealed a cloudy but dry autumn day. There was little for him to do, and it chafed at his nerves.
Elayeen, standing behind and to Gawain’s left, scanned the sky again, but gave no warning, and simply walked a little distance away to the east with Meeya. Valin had just dismounted there, and was obviously waiting to speak with them. He would have come to Gawain if he’d wished to speak with his Thal.
“You’d think it would at least be regular,” Allazar sighed, leaning on his staff and scraping at the gravel with the toe of his boot. “It’s not as if it has to risk birds of prey on the plains any more. Though I will admit, the high hills of Threlland and the mountains are of course home to many. Birds of prey, that is. Including eagles. Fish-eagles, too, around the lakes within Threlland’s borders. Master Imzenn has said that some of those fish-eagles fly all the way into Mornland to plunder the lakes and rivers there. I have never seen a fish-eagle take a fish from a lake or river though. Have you?”
Gawain watched Valin gesturing to Elayeen and Meeya, sweeping his arm first in an arc to the west, and then pointing over to the east, where the one-twelve were on duty, sitting saddle, watching, and waiting. He wondered if they were all becoming as frustrated at doing nothing as he was.
“Why would it be late?” Allazar grumbled again, “Surely the enemy want to know the detail of our deployment? You expected the Condavian yesterday afternoon, but did it come? No, it hovered at the extent of our lady’s vision, over towards the Beacon Gap. It’s not even doing that, now. Even if it had been destroyed by birds of prey, I can’t imagine the enemy only had the one.”
“Unless, by some miracle of nature, an immense flock of little-known and seldom-seen Condavian-eating fish-falcons has been blown inland by a mighty storm over the fabled seas.”
Allazar sniffed. “All I am saying, Longsword, is that it should have been here by now.”
Gawain shrugged. “And, in typical wizard fashion, you took about two hundred words to say it.”
“You don’t think it unusual then? This sudden and complete absence of any interest at all in our being here?”
“I think if I were on the other side of the far-gor, then not sending the Condavian this morning would be something I would consider amusing, if only to unsettle the nerves of my enemies and make them fret and waffle on about fish-eagles.”
“You don’t think it a sign of some impending attack, or something more sinister?”
Again, Gawain shrugged. “When I was in officer training, at home, a teacher who I should have respected far more than I did at the time once told me, over a dinner of rabbit, incidentally… He once told me: Battle
is a strange thing, y’highness. Men and women may puke and foul themselves with the fear of it, but while the wait is on, yearn for it to come if only to end the ceaseless tract of doing nothing that makes an hour of a minute and a week of a day. And then, when it’s finally on, declare, At last! Now! Let’s get on with it!”
“He sounds like he had experience of battle.”
“He did. It’s why we paid attention to his words when he spoke of it. My only regret is not paying more attention to the man doing the speaking. There are so many questions I’d like to be able to ask him now, which at the time I couldn’t be bothered to ask. At the time, I thought there was plenty of time for such things.”
“Questions of a military nature?”
“Yes.”
“Pity, or I might be of some use.”
“Want me to give you something to do?”
Allazar smiled. “It’d probably involve my getting mucky, so no, thank you Longsword, I’m happy to remain on full alert by my king’s side, and to entertain him with tales of fish-eagles.”
“I have, by the way. Seen a fish-eagle take a fish from a lake. Lough Mor, not far from Narrat, in the south of my homeland. We had all manner of high mountain birds there, up on the plateau.”
“Nature is wonderful.”
“It is. Tyrane making his rounds?”
“Yes.”
“I thought the platoon leaders were to report to him here at the command-post with their morning roll-call and dispositions?”
“They were, Longsword, but I think our friend the good Captain found himself at something of a loose end too.”
“It’s something everyone is going to have to learn to tolerate. The enemy won’t be sighted until they’re twenty miles from us, and they won’t be moving at speed, not out there on that vicious surface. One slip, Martan told me before we crossed it, and it’ll flay you alive. He was right, too. It’s not a journey I’d be anxious to make again.”
“It’s not a journey I’d wish to make a first time. This is the closest I have been to that land of nothing, and it’s quite close enough.”
Gawain frowned, and then glanced over his shoulder. Three of his men stood alert by the tent, two within sleeping after a period of night-watch, and that left Gawain and Allazar currently alone.
“I do have a question, Allazar. One which I’ve pondered from time to time.”
“Ask, Longsword, and if I can, I shall answer.”
Gawain took a breath, and held it, letting it out slowly while his eyes narrowed and he considered the question again before uttering it.
“I presume from your sudden thoughtfulness the question concerns me personally?”
“Yes,” Gawain admitted. And then eyed the wizard, and the lustrous pearl-white of the Dymendin staff he carried, and made his decision. “Do you remember, Allazar, when we stood up there, where Arramin now keeps watch, and I asked you to tell me what aquamire was?”
“I do.”
“It was the day I first met Martan of Tellek.”
“Yes, it was.”
“You told me, up there on the Point, that aquamire couldn’t be destroyed, only ‘liberated’ or transmuted. I told you I’d find a way across the Teeth. A way to destroy Morloch.”
“I remember,” Allazar nodded, frowning. “If I may borrow a phrase you used lately, Longsword, this is a long question.”
Gawain nodded. “You told me Morloch was beyond reach of my sword. You said What lays between you and the Teeth is as nothing compared with what lays between the Teeth and Morloch. My question is, how did you know?”
“How did I know what?”
“What lies between the Teeth and Morloch. You were right, of course, I saw it in the visions swimming in the lens under the mountains. Everyone at Kings’ Council saw, in the hall at Ferdan, when that traitorous wizard summoned Morloch.”
Allazar nodded.
“But you knew, before I crossed the far-gor with Martan. Before I looked into that aquamire-filled lens. Before strange aquamire filled me. You knew.”
Again, Allazar nodded, and sighed, drawing the staff to him, as if for comfort, and gazed down at the gravel around his boots. He took a breath, and then paused, and let it out. Then another, his lips parted, and then finally he sighed.
“You asked me, some little time ago, about my home, and I told you that my earliest memories were of the Hallencloister.”
It was Gawain’s turn to nod, and since it was evident that Allazar was speaking of a disturbing time in his life, he gave a slight shake of his head towards Tyrane, who was approaching from the front line. The adjutant caught the sign, and nodded, and strode instead towards Elayeen and Meeya, and Valin, who was mounting to ride away again.
“I was young, and troubled by dreams. I had always been troubled by dreams, and thought everyone else suffered as I did, that it was normal. I had not been long in the dormitory at the Hallencloister when the other boys berated me for my nightmares, and threatened me with all manner of violence if my distress woke them in the night again.
“We slept, each of us, in hammocks, you see, and it isn’t easy to toss and turn in a hammock. When the dreams came, as each month they did, I would awake in pain and alarm, having fallen from my hammock onto the tables and chairs below, at which we were obliged to continue our studies after classes in readiness for the following day’s lessons.
“The night came when the dreams returned, and in spite of my attempt at staying awake in order to prevent their disturbing my classmates, I again awoke to find myself on the floor, a sharp pain in my back. One of the boys tried to make good his threats of the previous month, and I, being a trifle peeved and somewhat irritable, elected not to permit him to injure me further than I had been in my fall. After he’d kicked me in the ribs, twice, I stood, and using a substantial piece of the chair which had kindly broken my fall from the hammock, persuaded him I was no longer to be offended, either by him or by any of the others.
“The noise of his girlish wailing alas attracted the attention of the night-master. My snivelling former adversary was carted off to the infirmary for a visit to the bone-setter, and I was carted off to a rather dank and solitary cell, a simple stone bench serving both as bed and as a chair on which to sit, a wooden tray to serve as a desk for writing.”
Allazar’s voice trailed off, and he gazed at the Teeth, his expression as distant as the mountains which seemed to loom closer, and higher. Gawain said nothing, stilling his breath, hoping nothing would disturb or distract the wizard’s recall of those events.
Allazar sighed. “I was taken before the day-master, before breakfast I seem to remember, and when he’d been acquainted with the night’s events, shuffled off back to my cell to await a decision. At lunchtime, I was taken before an imposing table in an imposing room, and behind the table sat three wizards of great age and imposing bearing. There it was explained that violence was anathema to the brethren, being a trait of the common clay, whatever that meant. I was barely five years old and had little idea what they were talking about.
“I was given no opportunity to explain what had occurred, merely informed that as a punishment for my deeds, I would spend a week in the monastic cell to ‘contemplate the consequences of barbarism’ before being permitted to return to the dormitory. Of course, the dreams continued to trouble me for the usual four days, or rather four nights, and then they faded. At the end of the week, I returned to the dormitory, where, I am somewhat ashamed and delighted to say, I learned that my assailant was still abed in the infirmary.”
Gawain smiled, and uttered a quiet “Huzzah!”
Allazar gave a somewhat sheepish smile himself before continuing.
“Of course, a month later, the dreams returned, the boys in the dormitory complained about being kept awake and I was again sent to the imposing room, with its imposing contents. There, one of the three imposing wizards demanded to know the nature of my dreams, which appeared so regularly to disturb my room-mates. And so I told them. Perhaps if I had not… or if I’d spoken instead of the childish drivel my room-mates described as nightmares… but I told them. I was a boy, and the dream was always the same, but for a few details here and there.
“I would be flying. Free, oh, so free, and so high. I would swoop along coasts and up rivers, over verdant hill and dale, farm and forest, beach and cliff, my heart singing, wind in my face and laughter on my lips. And then something unseen would begin to tug, gently at first, drawing me towards it. I would fly faster, over rolling hills and gentle plains, and as I flew faster my laughter would die and my eyes would begin to stream. And then I would see mountains, immense, mountains so tall they seemed to be holding up the roof of the world…” Allazar’s voice seemed to fade, and so too the noises of the camp around them.
“…It became darker, as though night dwelled in those mountains. Ahead, I would see a vast and endless river of glass stretching across my path, but though it seemed dreadful I had no fear of it, why should I? I who could fly so far above its cruel and shimmering waters? But then the mountains were racing towards me, sheer, impenetrable, and if I did not stop, I would be dashed to pieces on that cold, grey-black wall. And just as it seemed I would be, a force, like a mighty hand, lifted me, and up I flew, safe, up, higher and higher until all the lands below me were shrouded by the long white clouds which had hidden the peaks from view.
“Higher, into the light above the clouds, higher, and over those peaks, and across the mountains, swooping down through the cloud on the other side. And there, as I burst through the cloud, happy and relieved and grateful to the force which had spared me from certain doom, there below me was a land so foul I do not think there are words enough to do justice to the vision of the horror I saw there. The world there was a Barak-nor of gaping wounds and ore-slag, craters filled with poisonous waters, reeking, fuming. Nothing grew, nothing green, nothing moved, and a shimmering dark mist seemed to hang in the air around me.
“Forward, across this barren and blasted wilderness, strange, angular shapes protruding here and there, and in those shapes, holes, like empty eye-sockets, and the rising dread of realisation that these shapes half-buried in a sea of frozen wasteland were once great buildings, made by man. Onward, through the horror, rushing towards something tall and dark rising up from the devastation, above it, a cloud, dark and foreboding and shimmering, cold, as if it would draw the very light from the sun.”
Allazar sighed, and clutched his staff tighter to him.
“Each time I dreamed the dream I would see more details in the wilderness beyond the mountains, and draw closer to that dark tower, close enough to know that there was something, someone, dread beyond anything the word has ever been able adequately to describe. And I knew that that something, that someone, was waiting for me…”
There was a long pause, Allazar blinking in the pallid sunshine and gazing at the mountains.
“What happened to the boy in the imposing room?”
“Hmm? Oh, the imposing wizards behind the imposing table seemed suddenly less imposing and rather more nervous than I was. It struck me then, even at that young age, my dream had frightened them, or if not frightened them, disturbed their calm. I was removed from the dormitory and the monastic cell became my new home, though someone, I don’t know who, placed a pillow and a thin straw mattress upon the bench for me while I was attending classes. But I was alone. It was explained to me that soon I would learn mystic arts, and I would pose a threat to my room-mates should I, by accident, unleash the powers I learned, in my sleep while in the grip of the dream. It doesn’t do for wizards to have nightmares.
“My protest that the dreams only occupied four or five days of a month fell on deaf ears, and I soon found myself the object of some curiosity in the Hallencloister. All this unwelcome attention, and unwelcome isolation, fostered in me a distrust of those once-imposing wizards, and a strong desire to understand why I had been treated in what I considered so cruel a fashion. And, Longsword, from that point onwards I became, as I believe Brock first described me to you, “something of a radical.”
Gawain smiled grimly, remembering their first meeting at the Guards’ headquarters in Callodon. “Yes, he did say something like that, as I recall.”
“Well. The dreams faded in time, at the same time as I learned more about myself, my strengths, my possibilities, and as I became more independent and self-reliant. I was held back though, and opportunities for advancement through the ranks always seemed, for me at least, elusive. I had been marked, or so I believed, and that offended my somewhat well-developed sense of fair play. Thus I began to become what I am.”
“Fortunately for us, I suppose.”
“Perhaps. The dream, of course, was about Morloch, the mountains were the Teeth, the river of glass the far-gor.”
“I’m glad you told me that, Allazar, I’d never have been able to work it out for myself.”
“Ah. But that, anyway, is how I knew what would lie between the Teeth and Morloch, should you have crossed them.”
“You know,” Gawain said gently, “You could’ve just said ‘I dreamed about it.’”
Allazar shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a wizard, why use one word when a thousand will do?”
“Do you know why those three whitebeard bastards were ‘disturbed’ by your dream, when you were a boy?”
Allazar nodded. “There is much I know now, my friend, though whether it will avail us when battle commences I cannot say. I will say this, because I think it may be relevant to events which brought us all here, our lady, and you, and I. I believe I am not the only wizard to be summoned by Morloch as I was when I was a boy. I also believe, now, that I may be one of very few, of those who were summoned thus, who managed somehow to avoid being drawn into that dark tower. And that, most probably, is why those three whitebeard bastards were disturbed by my dream.”
Gawain smiled, and then became serious again. “There was something else you said that day, up on the Point.”
“Another one of the worms in your box with my name on it? You’ll have to jog my memory, Longsword, it’s been under something of a strain lately.”
“You said I’d done more harm to Morloch than all the whitebeards had achieved in more than three centuries. I was just wondering what they’d done, if anything, to harm Morloch, since I’ve seen them do so little of anything worthwhile in my lifetime.”
Allazar nodded. “If Master Arramin were here, he could doubtless provide you with all the details. My own knowledge of events is scanty, and only what I read in the compulsory studies of history at the Hallencloister. There was an event, on the far eastern coast of Callodon, beyond the Eastbinding Range of mountains, south of Arrun. The mountains of the Eastbinding Range are generally considered the limit of habitation, the effort of finding paths through them to the coast is deemed hardly worth the time and trouble of the journey; the coastline is rough indeed and there are no safe harbours there.
“However, a wizard, Urgenenn, of the D’ith Sek, built himself a tower there, and there, after a long period alone, he turned from the path of reason. No-one knows how or why. Perhaps he had dreams such as I, and allowed himself to be drawn in to Morloch’s service. Whatever his motivation, he began building a following there, some dozen or so idiots who believed in his ramblings, working in secret far from all civilisation. It was only by chance that another wizard, attempting a perilous sea-journey from north-eastern Mornland all the way to southern Callodon and mapping the coastline as he went, spotted Urgenenn’s Tower, as history records it, and the lights burning within it.
“This wizard, on returning to the Hallencloister, reported his sightings and even went so far as to include a pictogram of a tower on his map of the coastline. A small expedition was sent to explore the region and to ascertain the origin of the unknown tower, and when it failed to return, suspicions were raised. A stronger force was sent, and its few survivors reported that it was the wizard Urgenenn, who had been believed lost for over a decade, who was the builder of the tower, and that Urgenenn had begun dark experimentation. Urgenenn was destroyed, of course, and his zealots, and with them, it was believed, so too was Morloch’s toe-hold in eastern Callodon.”
“When was this?”
“Oh, some three hundred and twenty-odd years ago, I can’t remember the exact date. It was the last time Morloch came close to creating a foothold south of the Teeth, which is why it formed an important piece of history to be studied by the first year juniors in the Hallencloister. That piece of history began to inform me of the nature of my dreams, which is why I remember it at all.”
“Strange. It would have been about the same time that the Goth-lord Armun Tal attempted to invade Raheen, then.”
Allazar’s eyebrows arched. “Hmm, about that time, yes. Though I doubt the two events were connected. Urgenenn was no Goth, Sethi, or Tansee. He was working independently, creating his own monstrosities, none of which, thankfully, came to possess any spark of existence or animation. At least, history does not record any. Master Arramin would know more. Urgenenn did, however, abandon all reason, and his destruction of the brethren sent to investigate the tower was merciless. It was at that time that the numbers of the Blue Guard were raised, though.”
“Blue Guard?”
“Oh, guardsmen employed by the Hallencloister, for the security of that great college. They are a private force, originally intended simply as a wall-, gate-, and night-watch. But the business with Urgenenn was sufficient cause to increase their numbers, just in case any more such expeditions were necessary. They are called the Blue Guard for the colour of the frock coats they wear on duty, and their blue helms. Don’t look like that, Longsword, you need have no fear of an army of thousands of Blue Guards sneaking up behind us. The contingent numbered only a hundred, or thereabouts, and since Urgenenn and his Tower were destroyed, they are purely for local defence at the Hallencloister. Most of them are Callodonians, brawny fellows merely seeking gainful employment.”
“And probably now wishing they hadn’t, with the Hallencloister sealed.”
“Indeed.”
Movement from the west drew their attention; Tyrane was giving a sign to the signalman, flags fluttered, and the message spread through the camp rapidly.
“Ah!” Allazar exclaimed, almost with delight, “Our lady has spotted the Condavian. Better late than never, I suppose!”
“Better late than never?”
“Ah.”
“Remind me to confine you to a monastic cell if we survive long enough to build one.”
“Never did I expect the day to come when I’d look forward to such humble accommodation again.”
 
oOo



 
34. The Last Bottle
 
On the evening of October 8th, four days after arriving at the far-gor and making battle-camp, Allazar was jolted from his reverie pondering the distant mountains by a Dove of Orris, and his eyes were filled with alarm when he turned to Gawain to announce: “Smoke sighted on the far-gor!”
Eyes strained, peering to the north, but nothing could be seen without the advantage of the heights of Tarn. Gawain turned to Tyrane. “Launch white.”
“Launch white, aye, m’lord.”
A signal, repeated by the urgent waving of a white flag, and there was a whoosh! followed by the report of the maroon overhead, a dense ball of white smoke drifting slowly south against the greying sky. There was no sudden rush of activity. Men and women eyed each other, smiles frozen, stomachs sinking. Cooks gave word to their assistants to break out the last of the stockfish and dried vegetables, and to fetch the last of the dried beef. Tonight could well be the last peaceful night any might enjoy. It would most probably be the last hot meal they would enjoy, unless the army resorted to hunting rabbit. From tonight, it would be frak, or freenmek, for all.
“Are the other wizards still with the rearguard?”
“Yes, Longsword. They won’t take stations at the front line until black is launched.”
“Think they saw Arramin’s Dove?”
“If they did, only the two wizards of the D’ith Met are likely to recognise it from Master Tenethet’s classes at the Hallencloister. So Arramin told me, en route to Ferdan. They certainly can’t do anything about it, or intercept it.”
Gawain shook his head. “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m really just hoping that the enemy won’t know how much we can see.”
Allazar nodded his understanding. “Well, one thing is certain. Now that the signal for ‘enemy approaching’ has been giving, there’ll be no more mystic activity from wizards of less than staff rank, until battle commences. Or in cases of emergency.”
“Who gave that order?”
“I did, Longsword,” Allazar smiled. “I’m not altogether useless, y’know. Since I knew there would be no need of such mundane chores as Kaylan’s Wash or the purification of water to occupy the brethren of lesser ability once the enemy was spotted, I thought it wise to order them to refrain from any mystic activity once white was launched. I told them it would permit Master Imzenn and I to ‘listen’ for enemy activity.”
Gawain’s eyes narrowed. “You’re becoming rather sly, Allazar, and about time too. What you mean is, you can now ‘listen’ for any treachery on their part.”
“Indeed. You don’t mind, then? My giving that order?”
“No. Actually, I’m impressed. Have you also added to the Ms?”
“Alas.”
“Can’t have everything. Tyrane, please spread the word. Expect to engage the enemy tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow, m’lord?”
“Yes. The smoke sighted on the far-gor will have drifted from just beyond the extent of Arramin’s range. It’s getting darker earlier now the nights are drawing in. I expect the enemy are making camp out there at the end of their first day’s march across the bitchrock. They’ll want to be settled and fed before nightfall. And up at first light, to finish the journey.”
“My lord,” Tyrane acknowledged, and walked away a few yards to summon runners.
“There are no Condavians within my range,” Elayeen announced.
“Thank you. I imagine the eyes in the sky will be busy tomorrow, checking our lines during the advance. If they’re out as far as I think they are, it’ll be two to three hours from dawn before Arramin spots them, and noon or thereabout before we see them ourselves.”
“Compliments of General Bek, Serre,” a runner announced breathlessly, “He’s pulled the RJC tighter as discussed.”
“Compliments to General Bek, and thank you,” Gawain replied, and the runner retired.
At the front line, in the centre of the row of wagons, Karn gave a wave. All was well with the dwarven infantry, it seemed. The grappinbow crews could be seen carefully positioning long boxes and smaller crates, shifting barrels and checking the hinges on the sides of their modified wagons to ensure the side-panels could be dropped below the level of the wagon-beds when needed.
Although there was movement, and a good deal of it about the camp, it was eerily quiet. The days of waiting had built unseen pressure in the air around them and within, anxious people anxiously waiting for something, anything, to happen. Hass had been quite right, of course, about the waiting, and wanting to get on with it. Humour had subsided, smiles had become fixed and more like grimaces than greetings, and even the famous Grimmand Chant would likely no longer avail them as a means of detecting creatures which couldn’t laugh.
“You know it’s bad,” Allazar had said, “When even the cooks of Mornland fall silent.” And they were silent now, preparing the last meal.
“Is that Valin?” Gawain nodded towards the west.
“Yes,” Elayeen replied.
“Is there anything the one-twelve need, Elayeen? Food, arrows, rest?”
“No. They will form as ordered now.”
“Thank you,” Gawain acknowledged. The thalangard squadron would form a double line to the rear of the command-post, interposed between the mounted rearguard under Hern and the volunteers on foot, and the front line of the infantry. There, they could be deployed either on horse east or west, or bring their bows to bear on the enemy while they were still two hundreds from the shore of the farak gorin. If all went well.
Tonight, it was Bek’s cavalry, pulled in tight around the battle-camp now, who had the responsibility for the night-watch, and keeping all secure come nightfall.
“You should try to get some sleep, Elayeen, it’ll be a long night.”
“I am well rested.”
“Are you sure? We’ll need the Sight to ensure a Graken and its rider don’t slide across the far-gor unseen to rain black death upon us in the night.”
Elayeen turned her gaze to Gawain and blinked, Eldengaze gone in an instant, but only for as long as it took her to say: “Which part of ‘I am well rested’ did you not understand, Gawain?” and then she looked away again, towards Valin, and Meeya striding to her husband’s side.
“I’m sorry…”
“I remember the lessons of Mallak Spur,” the dead voice of Eldengaze announced. “I would tell you if I were unable to do my duty.”
“Perhaps when this war is over…”
“It will never be over until Morloch is destroyed,” Elayeen swung her head around to face him again, all Eldengaze and cold. “You cannot cross the Teeth to destroy him. He cannot cross the Teeth to be destroyed. With us, or without us, Gawain, Son of Davyd, the war shall not be ended here.”
Then she turned to face the north again, her eyes turned upward towards the peaks of the mountains, scanning for movement beyond the extent of Gawain’s vision.
“Well, that’s a comforting thought,” Gawain muttered, and shivered beneath his cloak as cooking smells swirled in the chilled breezes. When turned to face the tent, he saw Rider Haldin grimacing, while the other men of Raheen maintained their impassive watch about their crowns.
“Something wrong, Haldin?”
The man from Eastriding sniffed. “Sorry, sire, it’s the cooking.”
“What about it? Could be the last hot food we get for some time.”
Again, Haldin sniffed. “Stockfish soup, sire. It’s just fishy-flavoured water, with bits in it.”
Gawain nodded, and glanced up into the clear grey sky. “And it’s going to be a long, long night. Hopefully without any bits in it.”
 
There was no formal dinner in the command-post tent. The senior officers who partook of the hot fish soup did so standing up, outside the marquee, shooting expectant glances to the north in the gathering gloom. Gawain preferred frak, and so too did the men of Raheen. Elayeen stood close to Gawain, eating freenmek, Meeya and Valin nearby, eating likewise. The mood at the command-post was one of quiet resignation, and feigned casual disinterest for the sake of any of the men who might glance their way from the front line thirty yards away.
Karn had broken open the last case of his vintage port wine, and distributed the bottles to the men of Threlland at the front. The dwarven infantry would be spending the night sleeping in the wagons which formed their only defensive wall in the event that the enemy made it across the hundred yards of no-man’s land between them and the edge of the farak gorin. Eleven bottles between a hundred and eight dwarves wouldn’t go far, but the gesture was appreciated. The last bottle of the case he uncorked and passed around the group which formed the leadership of the army of the kindred. They all took a pull from that bottle, including Elayeen. None of them really had any doubt it would be the last they would share together as a group, though hope, even when of the futile variety, is still hope.
When the pyre-bricks in cooking-pans and braziers had cooled and a bright but waning half-moon lit the camp, a signal rang out: An empty brazier, struck like a gong, three times. This was followed by the sound of whistles being blown, again three times. It announced the countdown to an alert curfew. Two strikes and two whistles would be sounded soon, and finally, an hour after that, one. Once the single blast was given, there would be no movement in the camp. Men and women would be settled, armed, and anything seen moving by the watchmen would be deemed an enemy, and dealt with accordingly, and without hesitation.
“I see now why your lot call it a ‘land of nothing’,” Bek said quietly to Karn, nodding towards the farak gorin. “Though in the moonlight, it looks like a river.”
And it did, the glazed and cracked surface sparkling here and there just as flowing water would in such light.
“It’s always been like that,” Karn sighed. “I remember looking down on it, from the Point at Tarn, by the light of a full moon. It seemed so inviting, so benign. It changes, or seems to, as the moon moves about the sky. It’s the same in the day, from the heights. At dawn, when its colour changes, and at sunset, when the shadows lengthen and the red skies of the west make it seem to blaze with fire.”
“I think I should like to see that,” Bek sighed. “And more besides.”
“Aye. I think I would’ve liked to have travelled more myself,” Karn sighed, “Never seemed to find the time though.”
“Well, perhaps later, eh?” Bek smiled, but even in the moonlight, they could see his eyes were sad. “By your leave, Commander, I should like to spend the night with the men of the RJC.”
Gawain nodded. “There’ll be time enough in the morning for any additional orders, I shouldn’t wonder. Good night, General Bek.”
“Good night, Serre, m’lady,” and then Bek turned to face his friend Karn, and held out his hand.
The two officers clasped arms, and then with a nod to Flag-Major Hern, Bek marched away into the gloom.
“By yer leave, my lord,” Karn announced, and Gawain nodded, returning the elderly General’s salute and watching as he marched smartly to the wagons at the front.
Hern was about to ask permission to retire to the rear when Gawain forestalled him with a nod, and with a polite good night for Elayeen, he too departed.
“My lord,” a deep and familiar voice resonated quietly, “I believe I should like to take my place at the wagons this night. My station will be east of centre tomorrow, and in truth, I’ve grown quite fond of the fellows in the infantry. Who knows, they might sleep easier for the presence of my staff, and thus be in finer fettle come morning.”
“Thank you, Imzenn. And thank you for your service to the kindred.”
Imzenn paused a moment, perhaps sharing Allazar’s surprise at Gawain’s words and the sincerity of them, and then he bowed his head, and walked slowly and with great dignity into the night.
“I think, your Majesty,” Allazar announced softly, “I shall sleep under the stars this night, if sleep comes at all.”
“I think I will, too,” Gawain sighed, looking up at the ocean of stars above them. “Though I suspect sleep will be elusive for everyone tonight…” Two loud and ringing crashes rang out, the brazier being beaten again, and the sound of the second signal was repeated by whistles for good measure. “Just don’t go wandering off or sleep-walking once the final curfew is sounded.”
Chairs, bedding and blankets were taken from inside the tent and positioned outside the flap door. And there, in the chill of the north with the farak gorin sparkling in the moonlight beyond the front line, the last of Raheen and their friends settled for the longest night of their lives thus far.
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35. Morloch’s Laughter
 
Whistles sounded the end of the alert curfew well before dawn on the 9th day of October. It was cold, and not just chilly, but a biting cold that nipped ears and made noses run when the men and women of the kindred forces unwrapped themselves from their blankets, cloaks and bedrolls. There were many who were surprised to find they’d slept at all, and many who weren’t surprised at not sleeping a wink in that long night.
The cold was the first thing they noticed. Where they were and what day it was came to them almost immediately afterwards. Weapons were hastily checked, hasty sorties to latrines made, and hasty queues formed when pyre-bricks were lit and hot spiced water with a dash of Jurian brandy was ladled steaming into beakers held by trembling hands.
It was still too dark to expect news from Arramin, and still too early to expect a warning from Elayeen concerning Condavians or other dark threats. Morning greetings were muted, faces were set grim, and breath plumed in the pre-dawn air. Reports were made, Tyrane meticulously noted them on his board, and when the sun rose weak and insipid beyond sight behind the heights of Tarn and northern Threlland, the day was grey, overcast, and entirely without cheer. It found Gawain, standing in the middle of the clearing, his eyes closed, facing east, remembering, holding the sheathed longsword across his chest, and Gwyn standing quietly beside him.
Gawain remembered the one-eyed old soldier, the day he waited for horses on his birthday at home all those years ago. He remembered his homeland, and its loss. He remembered Calhaneth, and the destruction there, remembered the brigands he’d slain in the first days of his banishment, and those he’d been obliged to kill defending Rak of Tarn and his lady Merrin. He remembered the Ramoth towers, and the dark lens beneath the Teeth, and thought of old Martan, perhaps even now scurrying through the web under the far-gor with a barrel of cable-rope or ellamas oil.
There were so many to remember, and soon, he knew, there would be so many more.
 
“All in order, my lord,” Tyrane reported, when Gawain walked slowly and thoughtfully back to the boulder outside the command-post.
“Thank you. I’m beginning to think we all rose far too early. I doubt much will happen for hours.”
Bek rode up beside the tent, dismounted, and though his eyes betrayed a sleepless night, he still cut a smart figure in his grubby grey uniform. Hern arrived moments later, and then Karn and Imzenn walked across the short clearing to stand with Raheen. Pleasantries were exchanged, hot breakfast beverages taken, and then expectant eyes turned to Gawain.
“What?” he asked, and the sudden question saw involuntary smiles tugging at the corners of mouths. “I don’t know what you’re all looking at me for, what do you expect me to do, sing a song or something?”
Karn shrugged. “Thought perhaps you might have a pretty speech for us all, m’lord.”
Gawain shrugged, and this time there were real smiles.
“Well,” Allazar sniffed, “Should any of us survive the Battle of Far-gor, bards will doubtless sing praises to our honour; and there won’t be a dry eye in the house when they’ve finished reciting the magnificent and inspirational speech given by the Commander of the first Kindred Army in modern times that fateful morning.”
Gawain smiled again, and eyed the wizard, and then shrugged again, and this time the gesture was met with laughter. So surprising a sound was it in the grim silence of the battle-camp, and so still the air that morning, the sound of it, Imzenn’s especially, spread like ripples in a pond. Smiles spread throughout the camp too, as did word of the laughter which was passed to those stationed too far to have heard it themselves.
Suddenly, the air seemed less chill, the day less grey and foreboding, and the interminable pressure of the night was gone in an instant, and with it, all the dread imaginings that had plagued restless minds in the night. In its place, a stern resolve, strong, growing fiercer as the sun rose higher, fear forgotten as determination bolstered the courage which had brought men and women from their homes to the shores of the farak gorin.
At the command-post, Elayeen frowned and shifted a little to her left, gazing over Karn’s right shoulder while he grinned at Gawain. Her motion was immediately noticed, and the officers parted to give her clear sight to the north.
“There are three Condavians approaching. And behind them something much larger. A Graken, possibly.”
“Launch red, Tyrane.”
“Red aye, m’lord!”
Moments later the maroon exploded high above the battle-camp, and some nine hundred and seventy well-drilled soldiers and volunteers of the kindred took up their battle positions.
Allazar suddenly shuddered, and his staff glowed a little in the bright morning sunshine. A message from Arramin. “Oh by the Teeth, Longsword! By the Teeth!”
“What is it?”
“He sees the enemy. He sees them. He sees thousands of them.”
“Thousands?” Gawain whispered, feeling his heart sink.
Allazar, wide-eyed, his face ashen, nodded.
“Ask for confirmation.”
The wizard closed his eyes, and in moments the Dove sped away to the southeast. Moments later the reply struck Allazar’s staff, and he simply nodded again, his face filled with ineffable sadness.
“Bastards!” Gawain hissed, “They must have marched around the western end of the far-gor…”
 “There!” a voice cried out, and there indeed, due north, and some one hundred feet above the farak gorin, a Graken and its rider approaching fast, but slowing.
“Thousands?” Gawain whispered again, his mind wheeling.
At about two hundred and fifty yards from the shore of the far-gor and thus three hundred and fifty from the front lines, the Graken lifted a little, began a hasty back-winging, and settled on the bitchrock out of range of elven longbows. Even from that distance, in the crystal clear air of early morning, they saw the rider lift a dark object, which Allazar immediately identified by announcing “Jardember.”
A familiar shimmering began in the air above the shoreline.
“Stand fast!” Gawain bellowed, “Stand fast!” and the order spread with hand-signals and whistles.
And then there, above them, hovering some eighty feet in the air, was the blackened, aquamire-mottled face of Morloch. The jet-black aquamire eyes peered down at them, the head shifting a little from side to side as if gauging for the first time the size of Gawain’s army, and then Morloch burst out laughing.
The laughter, deep and wheezing, grew, and then Morloch paused and regarded the kindred force again as if to confirm the truth, and then a great paroxysm of laughter shook his bloated frame. They could see him, all of them on the ground, clutching his sides beneath his black cloak, see the tears streaming down the grimy, blotched face, see the black phlegm foaming at the corners of his mouth and the tongue, black and oozing, lolling behind the few remaining teeth Morloch yet possessed.
“Is this it, Nothing?” Morloch gasped, and then shook with another paroxysm of laughter, and those on the ground south of the Teeth who saw the image knew, beyond all shadow of doubt, that the mocking, derisory laughter was real, and not some feigned superiority.
Gawain’s stomach churned, familiar suspicions writhing, and then something else, something deep and dark and much more powerful, stirred within him.
“Is this all you have!” Morloch spluttered and gasped between bouts of laughter, “Oh but this is priceless! Priceless! And now! Now! The Nothing who has vexed me comes to my door… with nothing!” And again, Morloch almost collapsed to the floor of his tower in the north, wracked as he was by laughter verging on the hysterical.
“Oh how long have I yearned and planned and now! Now! Now comes the day and you! You come before me with shepherds and a handful of elves! Oh! Oh! And what’s this I see down there in the weeds, can it be dwarves!” Another fit of laughter, Morloch’s nose streaming now as well as his eyes.
“Would you like to see, Raheen, in your pretty pretty colours, would you like to see my side now? It’s only fair! It’s only fair!” More laughter swept over them and seemed to echo back from the high hills and mountains of Threlland.
The image shimmered again, and they saw the farak gorin, from a great height.
“The Eye of Morloch, on a Condavian!” Allazar gasped, and he was correct.
The Condavian of Sethi, not one of the three still circling above the kindred, swept forward in complete silence, the image above and ahead of the kindred army rushing, and then they saw.
Thousands. An army of thousands, marching in great disorderly blocks. Three more Grakens with their dark-robed riders glided into and out of view, overflying and overseeing the progress of the army marching south across the land of nothing.
In the front lines, two long and rambling ranks of Meggen warriors, perhaps two thousand of them, marching behind a small group of what appeared to be Gorian guardsmen and dark-robed parGoths with what looked to be Kraal struggling to break free of aquamire chains. Behind them, there was a gap of perhaps a mile or more, it was difficult to judge, and then came the main body of the army, more Meggen warriors, thousands, behind which marched lines of far more orderly and professional-looking ranks of black-clad Morlochmen of the kind they’d seen in the Barak-nor.
Tears began streaking Gawain’s face as he gazed up at the awful sight unfolding before them. Then the Condavian slowed, and lost height, wheeling slowly around to make another pass, lower this time.
“Watch well! Watch well! Watch well!” Gawain cried, as the bird swooped quickly east to west along the lines.
A flock of Razorwing sped in the other direction, the evil birds jinking and turning as if they shared a single mind, the three Graken-riders slid by, and this time, Gawain and all below the vision could see the four Kraal-beasts clearly as the Condavian passed over the centre of Morloch’s army.
When the last of Morloch’s line passed beneath the Condavian’s flight, the image shimmered again, and Morloch, wiping his eyes and grinning wildly, reappeared. His face distorted slightly as he leaned forward, peering down at Gawain.
“Oh! Oh what’s this? Boo-hoo! Boo-hoo little boy Raheen! Do you weep for the ruin of your land or the ruin of yourself? Or perhaps you weep for the pretty pretty elfin in her pretty new clothes! Oh the Meggen shall enjoy meeting her so! Ah! And what’s this? More little red and gold pretties who escaped my breath! Priceless!” And this time, Morloch’s laughter was feigned, and cruel. And then, with a blink, the full evil of Morloch shone down from the sky.
“Did you think I had nothing too, Nothing? Did you think my little vanguard in the Barak-nor was all I had? Did you think after thousands of years I would come at you with such a puny force! Tell me, Nothing, how do you like the Men of the Gothen from the west? They are mine! My subjects! Bred for centuries with but one purpose in mind, and soon that purpose will be served! In! My! Name!
“Know this, king of nothing! Know this now! No futile relics or prophecies of darken days dimmed by the dust of millennia can defeat me! Now are the hours of your doom! Know despair, mewling vermin! It is I, Morloch, who comes! And I shall consume you all!”
The image of hatred wavered, and faded, and was gone. There was a long silence. Condavians wheeled overhead and then turned north, and on the farak gorin, the Graken-rider lowered the Jardember.
Gawain felt the tears of rage sliding down his cheeks and felt the waves of fury boiling through him. Then he strode forward of the boulder, drawing the longsword, forward of the flag of the kindred hanging limply on its makeshift pole, forward through his officers. On the farak gorin, the Graken spread its wings and took a tentative step forward. Landing on the bitchrock surface had been easy. Gaining forward momentum to lift off again would not be so.
“Niklas of Thurmount!” Gawain screamed, and the scream seemed to pierce the fug of terror that had held the kindred forces enthralled. Horses whinnied, men and women took an involuntary step away from the rage boiling in those three words.
“Arr milord!” a voice called back from the front.
Gawain lifted his sword, pointing towards the Graken, and bellowed again. “Thread me that vakin needle! Now!”
At once the covers of the grappinbow were ripped away, the planks and boards that disguised the ‘bow-dolly thrown clear. Rocknoggin loosed ropes and the sides of the modified wagon crashed down on their hinges, revealing the swivelling axle-mount bolted to the bed of the wagon.
“Take ‘er strain!” Niklas yelled, and the three crewmen, Brek, Jok and Rocknoggin, squatted down on their powerful haunches, their backs and shoulders under the immense steel limbs of the weapon.
“G’bow up!” Niklas yelled again, and the command staff watched agog as the four dwarves powered themselves upright and marched the few steps to the edge of the wagon.
“’Old ‘er! ‘Old ‘er!” Rocknoggin called, and hold her they did, but only for a moment, while the dwarf suddenly squatted again and moved further back along the ‘bow, behind the axle-mount fitted beneath it.
“Up an’ for’ard! Up an’ for’ard!” Rocknoggin shouted, and with Niklas at the rear holding up the tail end of the weapon, it was guided into position.
Wagon springs creaked alarmingly and the vehicle sank visibly when the heavy weapon was lowered onto the axle-mount, and then Rocknoggin called “Clear away!”
On the farak gorin the Graken flapped its leathery wings and took three or four tentative paces forward, and screeched its dismay and pain at the cracked, sharp and treacherous ground lacerating its feet.
At the ‘bow, Niklas had released the long jackscrew which adjusted the grappinbow’s angle of elevation from its housing, and was cranking it just as furiously as Brek and Jok were cranking the wheels either side of the cast-iron bed, the latch and steel-rope string slowly drawing back as they did so. Rocknoggin kicked open a crate and drew out the iron shaft of the bolt, and then ripped open a smaller box to take out the Morgmetal crown.
“Ognorm of Ruttmark!” Gawain screamed, and a dwarf leapt up into a wagon away to his right, waving his arm and calling back “I’m he!”
“Nail that bastard!”
“Arr!” and with obvious joy, Ognorm of Ruttmark jumped from the wagon and he, and ten of his party, drew elven longshafts from their quivers, fitted strings, and sprinted forward across the no-man’s land to the shore of the farak gorin. Ten yards or so from the edge they stopped and formed a line. Then, as one, they took two steps and hurled, the shafts sailing bright white against the dull grey sky. They missed, of course, but the sudden clattering of almost a dozen broad-headed shafts around him where the Graken-rider thought himself well out of range caused alarm, and the demGoth urged his foul beast to take to the air.
“Latch is set!” Brek shouted.
“Crown’s set! Rocknoggin called, holding the crown and hammering the shaft onto the ground for good measure before jumping up on the wagon and setting the missile in place. “Shaft’s a-bed! Ain’t no thread!”
“Clear away!” Niklas called, cranking the jackscrew slower, bringing his sights to bear.
On the far-gor, the Graken beat its wings furiously, and though it hobbled and screamed in pain as it ran on the bitchrock, it gained the air, and with three immense beats of its wings lurched higher into the sky.
“Gauge the range!” Gawain called over his shoulder at Valin.
“Too far, miThal!” Valin called back. The winged beast was still beyond range of the one-twelve, sitting saddle in their lines behind the command-post tent.
Then the Graken wheeled, turning as it gained height, perhaps a hundred and fifty feet up now and heading north.
“Stand away!” Niklas shouted, and his three crew stepped nimbly well behind him and to Gawain’s surprise, stuffed their fingers in their ears.
More adjustments on the jackscrew, the dwarf hunched low and peering through his sights, turning the jackscrew with his right hand and moving the heavy weapon sideways on its pivot by main force. Then, in a blur of motion, Niklas of Thurmount whipped his hammer from its pouch on his hip, and smashed it down on the metal disk that released the latch. The crack of the grappinbow loosing its missile was deafening, even to Gawain standing a good forty yards away.
The Graken was two hundred feet in the air and perhaps four hundred yards from the southern shore when Niklas of Thurmount loosed his shot. At first, Gawain and everyone else thought he’d missed what seemed to have been an impossible shot anyway. The four foot iron rod was a dull streak which arced away out into the distance, far, far beyond the Graken and its rider before disappearing from view in the blink of an eye.
Then the Graken, its wings still outstretched, began a slow flat spin, like a sycamore seed, before flipping over onto its back, the rider hanging upside down and limp in the high-backed chair of the saddle. As it fell towards the farak gorin, the three Condavians flying in formation ahead of it seemed silently to explode, leaving three puffs of black smoke to mark their passing. Then the Graken’s body, with the demGoth hanging upside beneath it, slammed into the farak gorin, pieces flying this way and that, leaving nothing but a smear and smouldering lumps on the bitchrock to mark theirs.
“Vex!” Niklas of Thurmount screamed, “Vex!” screamed his crew, waving their hammers, joining in. When he screamed “Vex!” the third time, the entire army had taken up the cry.
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36. Trembling
 
“Bastard!” Karn spat, and waved his hammer, “Yes! Huzzah for Thurmount! Bastard hit the bitchrock like a peach hitting a cheese-grater!”
“And the three Condavians must have been created by the demGoth Graken-rider,” Allazar exclaimed when the battle-cries had died down, “That is why they were destroyed when he himself was.”
“Then it’s likely the one they had out over their lines is destroyed too?” Imzenn asked, and Allazar nodded.
“I saw no bows,” Gawain announced.
“Nor I,” Tyrane asserted, “Though I thought I saw crossbows in the rear of the main force, those dressed in black.”
“I too,” Bek confirmed.
“About thirty Razorwing, by my reckoning,” Tyrane added, “Though they moved fast.”
“And will likely be here soon,” Gawain agreed. “Launch orange, Tyrane.”
“Orange, aye, Serre,” And he made the signal.
“Four Kraal,” Allazar sighed
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, Tyrane scribbling the details on his board as the orange maroon burst overhead, signalling the army’s next manoeuvre.
“Some two thousand Meggen in the front line,” Karn muttered, “Barbarian bastards. Carrying what looked like maces. Three foot long, small iron or steel heads.”
“Aye,” Bek agreed, “Simple weapons for simple butchers of men.”
“Meggen,” Allazar sighed, “Men of Gothen. I should have known. Those vile creatures have been selectively bred over centuries and their way of life controlled by dark wizardry all this time, simply to produce a land filled with barbaric wildmen.”
“Concentrate, Allazar, add it to your Ms later. Three more Grakens with riders.”
“All carrying Rods of Asteran,” Allazar added, “So none more powerful than the creature we encountered on the road to Jarn.”
“And I saw other things on chains in the main body, dogs?” Tyrane offered.
“I thought they were large cats?” Bek muttered.
“Yarken, of the Tansee. A foul admixture of dog, cat, and wolf, created for speed to bring down horses by nipping at their heels. They’re intended to destroy fleeing stragglers, or are loosed upon mounted scouts and messengers. They are mostly employed during sieges, to prevent the besieged sending for aid. Destroyed as easily as any animal, their aquamire gives them form and speed only.”
“Their feet seemed odd,” Bek protested.
“All of them did,” Rider Arras announced, “The feet I mean. I saw some Meggens with what looked like chains wrapped around their feet. Others with strange footwear, like bits of wagon wheel-rims had been tied to their boots.”
“Caught sight of a group of ‘em at the front with the large beasts, seemed like they had metal plates tied to their feet, beasts and men both.” Reef confirmed.
Karn grunted. “They’ll all need something, that’s hard rock and pain out there.”
“Then they’re not as well organised as they’d have us believe, no ranged weapons in the front lines, and only makeshift footwear,” Gawain said. “Anyone see any wagons? Supplies?”
No-one had.
“Then the smoke we saw last night was their last meal too. And knowing what their diet is, let’s hope so. They’ve likely abandoned or consumed their supplies and burned the wagons for a speedy crossing. They’re planning to forage on this side of the far-gor.” Gawain folded his arms, still simmering.
The entire kindred army had advanced to the front line now, riders leading their horses. Thurmount’s grappinbow crew had taken the immense weapon down and returned it to its dolly, and Rocknoggin had elevated the sides of the wagon again, the northern one bristling with blades. Neat ranks formed behind each wagon, waiting patiently.
Allazar shuddered, another message had struck his staff, and Gawain caught sight of Corax staring at them curiously. All six lesser wizards were now at the front, too, though five were facing north.
“A cloud approaching!” Allazar announced.
“Ready the jars!” Gawain commanded, and the order was repeated the length of the line. “Places!”
The staff hurried forward, taking a position behind the central wagon in the line. Horses snorted and shifted their weight.
“They come,” Elayeen announced.
Ahead, on the horizon, a faint dark wisp could be seen.
“Down! Down!” Gawain screamed, knowing first-hand the speed the creatures possessed.
At once, riders dragged their squealing and confused horses to the ground, men and women threw themselves flat behind the wagons. Six wizards stared about them, confused, clearly unaware of this drill, before hastily kneeling and laying flat on the ground, covering their heads with their arms as the others around them had done.
 Only the dwarven infantry remained standing at the rear side of the wagons and of them, one per wagon held a length of smouldering slow match made from grappinbow cable-rope. Jars were dangling at head height between the makeshift blades forming a wicked fence of the front line, pyre-brick fresh-soaked in ellamas oil wedged into the gravel they were filled with.
Within moments, the flock of Razorwing were levelling out, just above the horizon.
“Fire the jars! Fire the jars!” Gawain commanded, and the air was filled with the unmistakeable whoosh! of ellamas oil igniting, dwarves then throwing themselves to the ground.
The Razorwing, aquamire eyes fixed upon the blazing life-lights and body-heat of the dwarves and their heads, positioned behind wagons which were not so clear to their distant vision, saw the sudden flaring and heat, but continued speeding on, five feet above the bitchrock. At the speed they were travelling and with their vision dazzled by the intense heat of the pyre-brick, they did not see the cold metal standing between the bright lights of their targets until it was far too late even for them to avoid.
The sound of the Razorwing slamming into the coulter-blades, halberds and scimitars was unnerving, especially to those who’d never seen such creatures. The impact of thirty or more of them sounded like a brief but deadly avalanche of head-sized rocks slamming onto a roof from a great height. Pieces of the foul creatures blasted through the gaps in the deadly fence, a good many overshooting the people laying on the ground but some hitting the horses and their riders laying prone further behind. Pieces of shattered wood and steel whirled through the air too, along with burning pyre-brick and broken glass, adding to the injury and damage suffered by those unfortunate enough to be struck by them.
Horses panicked, kicking out and trying to stand, their riders laying across their necks and heads doing their best to calm the stricken animals.
“One got through!” A voice shouted, and Gawain lifted his arrowsilk cloak from Elayeen’s head and glanced up and around.
“To the west, circling,” Elayeen announced, and Gawain spotted it.
“One-twelve! High, west!” he yelled, and without hesitation the elves stood, and readied their bows. Elayeen attempted to stand too, but Gawain pressed her back to the ground.
“Don’t touch me, Gawain!” she cried, urgently.
“Don’t stand up then!” he replied, his voice harsh, but he took his hand from her back.
She didn’t, but turned her head as he did to watch the Razorwing begin its dive. It was clearly confused by the life-lights and the heat of all the things living but laying low upon the earth, and all the things standing, and the brighter, hotter lights of all the jars which had survived the flock’s assault.
Then, without a word, the one-twelve loosed their arrows as one. Gawain didn’t know how they did so, but gasped as a cloud of white longshafts streaked over the heads of the western half of the line, converging towards some unseen point above the Razorwing’s line of flight. The winged creature, already only some five feet above ground and travelling faster than a crossbow bolt itself, had no room for manoeuvre. Though it attempted to jink away, it flew into the cloud of arrows, and one wing was hit. Its flight unbalanced and travelling at such speed, it smashed into the ground in no-man’s land, whirling, breaking apart and throwing up gravel which showered the wagons with debris.
Allazar shuddered and gasped again, and then announced “Fifteen miles, Longsword. Their front lines are fifteen miles out.”
Elayeen gazed around, and then nodded. “It appears clear.”
Gawain stood, and reached down to help her to her feet, but she refused, leaning instead on Meeya for support before dusting herself down.
“Ready positions!” Gawain called, “Ready positions!” and all around them, people rose to their feet, horses, too, and some of both animals and men were injured, calls of ‘whitesleeves’ ringing out from all directions.
Allazar suddenly froze.
“What is it?” Gawain asked, suddenly alarmed.
“I do not know. My staff has heard a trembling, Longsword. One of the wizards has just used his mystic arts!”
Gawain and Allazar turned to the north, seeking the wizards who’d who taken positions there when orange had been launched. But in the throng of soldiery hurrying back to their battle positions in the aftermath of the Razorwing assault, they saw only glimpses of grubby robes through the crowd returning to their positions at the rear.
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37. By the Teeth!
 
The wounded, the worst of them needing stitches to close gashes inflicted by whirling pieces of Razorwing and the shrapnel from broken blades and glass, were assisted to the area behind the command-post, though many insisted they were still well enough to fight. They would need to be, Gawain knew, as he eyed the northern horizon from his position at the boulder and flag.
“They have somewhat more than we expected, m’lord,” Bek announced, wondering at the younger man’s long silence.
Gawain could feel them all looking at him, waiting for his decision, waiting for his orders. The enemy force was two and half times the size they’d all expected. All except Gawain. And Allazar, who’d been persuaded to Gawain’s view that the Morloch’s army was trivial.
“My lord?” Bek asked again, quietly.
Gawain flicked his eyes down and to the right and gazed straight into the concerned and elderly grey eyes of Bek peering back him. Memories of his old mentor’s advice flooded back, just as they had on the broad elven avenue on the outskirts of Calhaneth. But, this time, instead of an imagined army ahead of them created in their minds by the sounds they’d heard from that dread ruin, here there was a real one, advancing relentlessly towards them. Nevertheless, Captain Hass had been right on the road to Calhaneth, and his advice there would be of value in any field of conflict.
“The enemy must be held on the farak-gorin,” Gawain announced, quietly and calmly, and eyed all the officers of his command gathered around him. “The Meggen in their front lines are hampered by their makeshift footwear and dangerous terrain, and they possess no ranged weapons. And I’ve no doubt that the Kraal will be loosed upon us first, well in advance of the conventional assault. They’ll want to do as much damage to us as possible before the Meggen vanguard arrive.”
“We are prepared for Kraal,” Allazar announced, “Though four is three more than expected. The enemy seems to have invested most of its foul resources in those heavy weapons.”
“They’re probably intended for the palisades and stone walls further south than our flimsy front line. But that perceived superiority on their part is to our advantage. If the g’bows work well enough to slow or even halt the Kraal on the far-gor, our two sticks can be brought to bear before the beasts cross into no-man’s land.”
The two wizards nodded, and held those sticks tighter.
“Can Morgmetal penetrate the aquamire flesh of a Kraal?” Gawain asked, and for a moment, Allazar’s eyes seemed to cloud.
“I don’t know, Longsword, I don’t believe anyone has ever tried.”
“It’s the hardest metal ever to come out of Threlland’s hills,” Karn asserted. “I don’t about this aquamire stuff, or those Kraal things, but there isn’t a rock in creation a grappinbow crown can’t pierce.”
Gawain nodded, and then eyed them all again.
“When the time comes, we’ll proceed as originally planned, with only a few changes to our disposition as follows.
“Karn, as soon as the Kraal are destroyed, the infantry will dress forward to the shore of the far-gor and prepare to throw arrows. We’ll let the Meggen get to within three hundred yards of the shoreline and loose in salvos.”
“Aye, my lord.”
 “Valin, the one-twelve will advance through the wagon-line and take a position behind the infantry, on horseback, and bring their bows to bear.”
“MiThal.”
“Bek, the RJC will remain on horse behind the wagons. Two thousand is a large number, I doubt we can fell them all out there on the bitchrock. If or when it looks as though they’ll make the shore, the RJC will ride west and form a line the width of no-man’s land. The infantry and one-twelve will retire behind the wagon-line and continue shooting. When the time comes, the RJC will charge.”
Bek smiled a grim smile, and his eyes sparkled. “Aye, m’lord!”
“Hern, depending on enemy numbers surviving to set foot on the shore, the Callodon heavy horses will ride to the west likewise, once the RJC begins its charge. As soon as the RJC has reached the eastern marker, you’ll commence your charge and sweep up any the RJC and the one-twelve have left behind.”
“Aye, Serre!”
“Bek, when your horsemen reach the eastern marker you’re to wheel around and take up the rearguard position vacated by Hern’s heavies.”
“My lord.”
“Hern, when your heavies have reached the eastern marker, you’ll wheel and take a position behind the RJC. At that point, our archers and infantry should be able to mop up any stragglers or survivors.”
“If there are any,” Bek grunted.
“General, I don’t want a mêlée out there. The RJC will charge through the Meggen in no-man’s land and keep going as described.”
“Aye, my lord. Understood.”
“The same goes for the heavies, Hern.”
“Understood, Serre.”
“Anyone in doubt?”
“What if the Kraal aren’t loosed?” Imzenn asked.
“They must be, Master Imzenn,” Allazar asserted, “Their aquamire eyes see only the light of life, and the Meggen are men. Carefully bred and raised wild by the Gothen, but men nevertheless. To the Kraal’s eye, they would be targets and food just as we are, and much closer, too. That is why the Kraal were being led well to the front of the lines.”
“Thank you, Master Allazar.”
“Should anything untoward happen, we’ll simply have to be creative. Gentlemen, brief your seconds and platoon leaders. We have a few hours. They won’t loose the Kraal so far out and risk them turning on their own lines.”
Salutes were snapped, and the senior officers strode briskly away.
“Tyrane, please check with the whitesleeves, I’d like to know how many wounded, and how badly.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“Riders, give us a little room, please. You too, Meeya.”
When the three of Raheen were alone, Gawain let out a long, shuddering breath.
“How could I have been so wrong? Elayeen, Allazar, how could I have been so completely and utterly wrong?”
“Does it really matter?” Allazar soothed. “For everyone else here, nothing has changed, except that there are more than the four thousand they all expected.”
“Yet all the signs were there, how could I have allowed myself to be misled so badly? All this time I had it in mind to force the bastard to meet me here, and all the time it seems this was exactly what he was hoping for. I am a fool. In hoping to move his pieces about the board, I have moved mine to his advantage.”
“No-one could have foreseen the lengths to which Morloch has gone. The Men of Gothen, the Meggen, it must have taken centuries to breed such creatures in the wilds of the northwest. And centuries more to ensure their society never emerged from the barbarism they were bred for. Only the Gorian Emperor’s need for horses and his men in Namanland checked their spread south. Word of Meggen numbers never reached civilised ears. You were correct, Longsword, when we learned from the Sutengard of Morloch’s attack on the west of Elvendere. That front would have been opened sooner or later.”
“He kept the Morlochmen in the Barak-nor as a diversion,” Gawain grimaced, seeing through the deception now. “And he couldn’t march the Meggen through the Beacon Gap for the same reasons I gave you earlier concerning Elvendere. So he marched them up through the wilds and around the western end of the far-gor, and assembled them on the scree. I should’ve seen it. I should’ve recalled the significance of the wagon-ruts in the scree. I thought it nothing more than a simple supply route for the Barak-nor and for the Ramoth. It was much more than that.”
“And he sent the Grimmand to destroy the Meggen to prevent any possibility of our learning its true nature, which, given time, we would have.”
“I saw the lie in its eyes, Allazar, but the lie is clear now, and it’s marching towards us. The prisoner lied, but the lie was in underestimating their strength. And that Dwarfspit vakin Thallanhall lied when it spoke of trivial numbers in the north, a lie Morloch planted in the forest to prevent Elvendere aiding us. A thousand longbows would indeed be our salvation. A salvation denied to us now.”
“You could not have foreseen all this, Gawain,” Allazar assured him again. “There were simply too many worms, and not enough time.”
Gawain shook his head. “No. I should have known. I heard what I wanted to hear, believed what I wanted to believe. Morloch fed me the lies and played me as an angler plays a fish on the line.”
“Then again I say, Longsword, for everyone else here, nothing has changed. Nor must you. They looked to you to bloody Morloch’s nose when they formed ranks for the march from Ferdan. They still do. We have slain the Graken-rider, destroyed their Condavians and Razorwing, and with great good fortune, we shall destroy the Kraal. Thereafter, we shall be fighting men, and when it comes to that, as General Karn said at dinner in Ferdan, my money’s on the dwarves of Threlland.
“And do not forget, my friend, it was only you who held on to a smouldering ember of hope. It was you who spared everyone here the despair you now feel, by refusing to give the kindred any hope of victory, by keeping to yourself those worms of yours. If they see you now in the grip of hopelessness they will not understand. You must do as they all have done. Abandon hope, and help us all to inflict as much harm upon the enemy as possible, for the sake of all those south of this line.”
Gawain nodded, and glanced slightly to the west and the lance and flag marking the extent of Martan’s web in that direction. Then he swung his gaze five hundred yards to the eastern marker. Five hundred yards. The main body of Morloch’s army, eight thousand strong, extended more than twice that length.
“Sticks and stones,” Gawain sighed, and with an effort, abandoned the remnants of the rage Morloch’s apparition had evoked, drawing himself up and scanning the front line and the dwarves busy there. “We don’t have enough.”
“We have the Sight, the Word, and the Deed, G’wain,” Elayeen surprised them both, speaking in her own voice. “Don’t underestimate the strength of them, or the strength of those who follow you.”
“Our lady speaks truth,” Allazar agreed, “Those who fight under your banner didn’t come here expecting to win, nor even hoping for victory. And that kind of courage is strength beyond reckoning. The situation may be desperate, but none are fleeing in spite of the visions they have seen.”
Gawain nodded again, and then frowned, and sighed. “At the northern Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, when we met the Sutengard and learned of Morloch’s attack on the west of Elvendere, that news called to mind Morloch’s desperation and the reasons for it. I remembered some wisdom given to me at Raheen: never underestimate a desperate enemy. Now, it’s we who are the desperate. Let Morloch beware, then.”
“Indeed. And sometimes, a futile hope is the strongest kind. Don’t rob us all of that, Longsword, not here, not if this be the end of our journey together.”
“Well,” Gawain sighed, eyeing first the distant horizon and then the still-smouldering stain that had been the Graken and its rider, “There is one small nugget of futile hope to be taken from this morning’s horror. Hope for our friends in the south if not for ourselves,” Gawain looked from Elayeen to Allazar, and gave a weak smile, “Here we stand, practically on Morloch’s front door-step, and the black-eyed bastard needed a demGoth and a Jardember to appear before us.”
“By the Teeth!” Allazar exclaimed.
“Exactly my point.”
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38. Pity the Infantry
 
“Eighteen walking wounded, m’lord,” Tyrane reported, “Cuts, gashes, and a few painful pyre-brick burns. The worst hit was a rider of the RJC, had a large piece of a Razorwing’s bill embedded in his leg. Swears he’s fit to ride though, in spite of the fact he can barely walk with the wound. The whitesleeves is leaving the decision to General Bek.”
“Thank you. Would it help if I visited the field hospital?”
“Frankly, no, m’lord. Most of the wounded have returned to their stations. They all saw what’s coming, and don’t intend to be laying a-bed when it gets here.”
“Very well.”
“My lord,” Tyrane paused, “Eight of the horses were injured too. Farriers and a stable-master are attending to them. One is quite badly off, I’m told, but being made as comfortable as possible.”
Gawain nodded, and cast a glance over his shoulder at Wex of Northpoint. “Take a look, would you, Wex?”
“Sire,” the Rider acknowledged, and hurried around the side of the command-post tent, past the Raheen chargers standing quietly there and onwards to the rear.
“Anything else to report?”
“No, m’lord. Mood’s grim but determined. The men actually seem pleased that the larger part of the enemy is made up of those Meggens. Men they can fight, it’s dark-made enemies they were more worried about, and so far, we’ve done well enough against those.”
“So far. But there’s two thousand Meggen advancing behind four Kraal, and less than a thousand of us.”
“Aye, m’lord, and another eight thousand behind the first wave. Still, I overheard one of the wounded dwarves say to a Mornland nurse, it was only fair for some to be left over for the lads back home to have a go at.”
Gawain was still too troubled by Morloch’s deception to enjoy the soldier’s dark humour, and turned his attention once more to the five hundred yards of the farak gorin Bek’s pathfinders had marked before the army’s arrival. “How much ellamas oil do we have left, Tyrane?”
“Ellamas oil? Quite a lot, m’lord, we’ve used some en route from Ferdan but the amount you ordered quarantined in stores was considerable…” Tyrane thumbed through the papers on his board. “Yes, a hundred barrels in stores, and only seven of those have been opened for use in cooking the evening meals and the Razorwing jars. Ninety-three barrels unopened, m’lord.”
“Have you seen Karn?”
“Last I saw, he was walking his line at the front.”
“Send a runner for him, would you?”
“M’lord.”
Gawain waited while Tyrane made a series of signals, and a lad ran forward towards the front line. “Where’s the oil stored?”
“Under canvass, to the side of the ladies’ convenience, m’lord.”
“Good. Is there much in the way of pyre-brick now?”
“We had fifty cases in stores, m’lord, most of that was distributed among the cooks and at the front for the Razorwing jars.”
“I thought it might have been. No matter.”
“The General’s on his way, m’lord.”
They waited quietly until Karn strode to the boulder to join them beneath the flag.
“Got yer message, Commander.”
“Thank you, Karn. You know good boots are needed to walk the bitchrock?”
“I do, my lord, and so do you, too.”
“How are your men’s boots?”
Karn’s bushy eyebrows arched in surprise. “Threlland-made and sound, Serre, what d’you have in mind?”
“I have in mind keeping the Meggen vanguard within the breadth of our line. Even with the cavalry sweeping along the no-man’s land strip, it would be too easy for the barbarian bastards to outflank us.”
“True enough,” Karn agreed, “Though from what I’ve seen of the Meggen, discipline ain’t one of their strong points. Could be they’ll just form one big horde and come right at us once they catch sight of our line.”
“Could be. But that would suit us, not them, and I want to make sure they do what suits us.”
“Interesting trick if you can pull it off, my lord,” Karn grinned.
“Well, we’ve got ninety-three barrels of ellamas oil sitting doing nothing. Be a shame for it to fall into enemy hands. I was thinking, if a group of Threlland infantry laid half of them in a line from the eastern flag and out onto the far-gor, and then another group laid the other half in a line from the western flag likewise, we could make something of a fiery V. This might oblige the Meggens to funnel themselves right down the throats of our grappinbows and into the hands of a hundred and eight eager rock-knockers, what d’you think?”
Karn grinned. “I think yer a very nasty fellow, my lord, and am pleased to say I know a bunch of those very same rock-knockers who’d be happy to help.”
Gawain smiled back, and nodded. “The Captain will show your lads where the barrels are.”
Karn saluted.
“Oh and Karn, have the g’bows mounted. There’ve been no Condavians since the Graken-rider was destroyed, and we’ve nothing to hide now.”
“Aye, my lord.”
They watched Karn and Tyrane stride away and around the back of the command-post, and saw a sad-looking Rider Wex returning. A few moments later the man from Northpoint made his brief report.
“Alas, sire, nothing to be done. Poor horse was hit by half a scimitar, and the wrong half at that. Punctured lung. Its passing was eased and with good care. Others are spiteful wounds but well-tended.”
Gawain nodded his thanks as Wex took up his station again.
Allazar sighed, softly, watching as Imzenn walked slowly along the rear of the wagon-line, pausing to talk to the dwarves there, providing what reassurance he could. Gawain followed his gaze, quietly observing the elderly wizard of Mornland.
“He’s a long way from olive groves and orchards.”
“Yes, Longsword. We are all a long way from home.”
“Has your stick heard anything more?”
“No.”
“Your opinion of its earlier trembling?”
“The spy, of course, sending word to his masters that the Razorwing had failed. Possibly also alerting them of the destruction of the demGoth, but they would have guessed that when both he and the Condavians failed to return.”
“And no sign of a Condavian since.”
“No, which would seem to suggest that the demGoth Graken-rider did indeed create all four Condavians. Thus they were bound to him, and thus the sight of the Eyes they carried were bound to his Jardember. It’s a peculiarity of Gothen wizardry that whatever foul creatures they create are bound to them, and are destroyed with them, no matter whether the design is originally of the Sethi, Tansee, or Gothen themselves.”
“Pity that one out there didn’t create the Kraal then.”
“We do not know that it didn’t.”
“Probably wisest to assume not. We can’t possibly be that lucky.”
“Indeed.”
The shouts and grunts of grappinbow crews filled the air, and the immense weapons were lifted onto their mounts in the wagons. Two, either side of the centre of the line, and one each, at the halfway points of the line each side of the centre.
“Do you think they might stop a Kraal?”
Allazar shrugged. “Alas, the ancient knowledge given to me contains no reference to Morgmetal being used. I don’t know the history of dwarven metallurgy, Longsword, it could be that Morgmetal was unknown in elder times, or was simply so rare then that it was never used. They are certainly powerful weapons, though not intended as such.”
“That parGoth guiding the Kraal in the woodlands near Jarn had a range of about a mile with his Jardember, or thereabouts.”
“Apparently so. And,” Allazar lowered his voice a little, “I very much doubt whether the dark wizards guiding the Kraal on the farak gorin are of any significantly higher rank. I suspect such dangerous work would be left to the most junior of the order.”
“So we can expect them to be loosed no more than a mile away, and probably even closer. They’ll be clearly visible then.”
“They cannot avoid the Sight at so short a distance and with no light to obstruct our view,” Elayeen announced.
“Also,” Allazar added, “If I were the Meggen front line, I would not wish to be closer to the Kraal than its intended targets when those aquamire chains are slipped. Master Arramin might be able to confirm it later, but I suspect there’ll be a good distance between Kraal and Meggen when the beasts are loosed.”
Hern arrived from passing orders to the rearguard, and saluted smartly, then watched in surprise as a column of dwarves jogged by, barrels under their arms. After a beat, he turned to Gawain. “Rear’s in order, my lord. Nothing from the long-watch either, no smoke or signals. The wizards appear a bit miffed, though.”
“Why so?” Allazar asked.
Hern shrugged. “Seems no-one told them about the Razorwing precautions, Serre wizard. There was a bit of muttering and grumbling. The wizard Corax asked if there were any other manoeuvres they should be made aware of. I told him that since I didn’t know what manoeuvres he was or wasn’t aware of, I couldn’t possibly answer his question.”
“The only one he needs to worry about is the launching of the black,” Gawain muttered darkly, “And then it’s all wizards to the front line.”
Hern nodded. “That’s one they all know well enough, my lord.”
“How many riders of the long-watch have you posted to the rear?”
“Eight, my lord, in sight of each other and equipped with smoke-makers. Two miles from the line, that’s as far as I want to risk so small a watch. If anything nasty does approach from the direction, I don’t want them facing it on their own and us unaware of it. I’ll pull them in before the enemy vanguard arrives, though.”
“Very well. We’ll need all the hands we can get.”
“The Greys are briefed and ready, my lord,” Bek saluted on his arrival. “What’s all this, dwarves having a private party out on the far-gor?”
Allazar smiled. “Not exactly. It’s a surprise for the Meggen, and there’s no beer in those shiny little barrels.”
“Disgraceful and dishonourable shenanigans, eh? Then more power to their elbows say I. Pity we didn’t have more of that oily muck to bring with us.”
Tyrane and Karn returned to the group, both smiling grimly.
“Have we missed anything?” Karn growled.
“No, we were just discussing barrels of unpleasantness,” Bek announced, deadpan.
“Pity we don’t have catapults or trebuchets,” Karn grunted, “Could’ve launched those barrels of unpleasantness into their foul ranks.”
“We should probably distribute the remainder of the arrows, Tyrane. The one-twelve to take what they need first, then the infantry. Any that can’t be carried to be positioned nearby so they can be had in a hurry.”
“I’ll see to it immediately, m’lord.”
“Bit of a surprise that, too,” Karn suddenly announced, “My infantry suddenly becoming archers like that.”
“Bit of a surprise for that black wizard too,” Bek grinned.
“One thing I have learned in my time with Longsword, gentlemen,” Allazar announced, po-faced, and then paused.
“What’s that then, Serre wizard?” Karn growled.
Allazar smiled. “It’s not just his armies he keeps up his sleevies, General.”
“Oh by the Teeth kill me now,” Hern groaned.
“No by the Teeth kill him now,” Gawain muttered.
 
The time it took to position the small steel barrels of ellamas oil on the farak gorin and to make fusing of twist-cord and cable-rope was telling, as was the careful manner of the dwarves walking gingerly out there on the treacherous surface. Gawain remembered it well, and how long it had taken to trust himself to walk at pace on the bitchrock. Its glazed surface gave the appearance of slipperiness, not simply an optical illusion, and the deep cracks, crevices and crazed areas fooled an intelligent brain into thinking it would collapse beneath a man’s weight at any moment.
The enemy, though, had been marching on it for hours, setting out from the scree at the foot of the Teeth yesterday. They would be walking at a steady pace, probably faster than a dwarf miner would dare, for the Meggen knew there was blood and killing and the taking of goods and chattels at the end of their crossing, and were anxious to do the bidding of their black king. For the soldiers of the kindred and their commander, though, there was little to do but wait, and watch while the colour of the farak gorin slowly shifted with the sun’s inching westward.
Tents were taken down, including the command-post marquee, and those stores which remained or their empty barrels and boxes arranged here and there to provide obstacles in the path of any enemy which might make it around the ends of their lines. Only one tented area remained, the field hospital at the very rear of the lines, and the ladies’ convenience was rather optimistically dismantled and transferred alongside it.
Weapons were checked and re-checked, and all around, people could be seen waiting nervously, fidgeting, keeping arms and shoulders and necks loose, strolling a few paces backwards and forwards, bending or stretching, some even jumping up and down on the spot. If the long and heavy pressure of the night wasn’t bad enough, the hours spent waiting for the enemy vanguard to arrive were verging on the intolerable.
There’s nothing you can do, y’highness, the voice of Captain Hass echoed down through the years, And when the wait begins, there’s nothing you’ll find y’self wanting to do, except get on with it. Pity the infantry then, for riders can at least make a fuss of their horse-friends until the order comes to mount and ride.
Pity the infantry indeed, Gawain thought to himself, watching while Imzenn stood back a little from the wagon-line, practicing presenting his staff, jabbing it forward like a pitch-fork and planting his front foot firmly before him. It reminded Gawain so much of Arramin at the baths of Calhaneth he had to look away, and so he turned, and with a nod to the men of Raheen, strode the dozen or more yards south of the flag to make a fuss of his horse-friend.
 
At just after 11 o’clock on the morning of the 9th day of October, Allazar announced softly, and sadly, that he’d received a message from Arramin.  2L 5M 3M A.
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39. Shennden akkanlath!
 
Gawain sighed, gave Gwyn’s ear a final, gentle tug, and nodded.
“What does it mean, Longsword?”
“It means, Allazar,” Gawain said calmly, walking back to the boulder and the command staff waiting for him there, “The time is almost upon us. Arramin sees two distinct lines advancing towards us, one five miles out, and the vanguard at three miles out. The Meggen are in a hurry to get here and have extended the gap between themselves and the main body.”
All eyes swung to the ragged line of the northern horizon, straining to see movement in the slight haze hovering above the bitchrock.
“Something dark approaches,” Eldengaze confirmed, “Though I can only see a shadow. If it is the four Kraal, they are too close together at this range to tell them apart.”
“Is that something moving out there, or is it the blasted haze?” Karn protested. “You’re taller’n me Bek, what do your rheumy grey eyes see?”
“Same as your port-soaked bloodshot brown ones, I expect.”
“Launch red, m’lord?”
“No, not yet, Tyrane. At three miles out, they’re still a good way off. Less than an hour, but not by much. It’s the Kraal that we need to be concerned about first, unless they send Graken-riders too.”
“Surprised they haven’t done so already,” Karn grunted.
“They may know by now we have the grappinbow, and they’ll certainly know we brought one of their brethren down this morning. They won’t be in much of a hurry to put themselves in harm’s way, not with ten thousand foot-soldiers to take the risks and do any dying.”
“Another message from Arramin, Longsword,” Allazar announced calmly. “A small group at two miles, oooofff!”
“Ooff?”
“Another message soon after the first,” Allazar explained, “Moving quicker. Presumably moving quicker than the two lines.”
“That’ll be the Kraal, then.”
“May I say, my lord,” Karn announced, his keen blue eyes as wide and unblinking as ever, “Whatever means of communication Serre wizard Allazar and Serre wizard Arramin are employing, my heart-felt compliments.”
“Thank you,” Allazar smiled, and tilted his head in acknowledgement. “Though we have avoided making it more widely known.”
“Good idea,” Bek agreed, “About time we had some kind of advantage.”
“There’s still a bigger distance between us and the Kraal and the Meggen and the Kraal. The chain-pullers will want that ratio reversed before they loose the beasts. That gives us a little more time. Karn, do you know how long the grappinbow can be held latched and bolted?”
“Not exactly, m’lord, but I know they don’t like to hold ‘em drawn for long. Stretches the rope, lessens the power. Want me to find out exactly?”
“No, I was wondering aloud. Niklas and his crew had theirs loaded and ready for firing rather quickly. You might find out what their rate of shooting is, though.”
“Of course, m’lord. A moment if you please?” Karn smiled. Then turned to face the front line. “Oy! Niklas of Thurmount! To me!” he bellowed, and on turning back to see his commander and fellows grinning at him, added innocently and as quietly as his voice would permit, “What?”
Niklas looked distinctly uncomfortable when he arrived at the run, tapping his heart self-consciously in salute. But he smiled and nodded his head when Gawain complimented him on his shooting.
“It were a big enough needle, milord.”
“Didn’t look so big flying away from us four hundred yards away,” Allazar added.
Niklas shrugged. “Arr. Shot some boulders lot further away than that, weren’t as big as that flying thing.”
“Commander’s got a question for you and the crews, concerning how many shots you can get off in a hurry.”
“Arr. Well. Ain’t never had a race or anything. Usually only gets to shoot one crown. When the cable-rope’s over, young ‘un crosses over the gap on the cable-rope to pull the main rope and fix it. Don’t remember ever shootin’ two.”
“If you had to, though,” Gawain asked gently. “We’ve got some more needles to thread on the way. Four of them, big ones, on foot, and they don’t move slowly. Might take more than one shot to stop them.”
“Arr, well that makes sense. ‘Pends on the crews. Got me a good crew in Brek, Jok and Rocknoggin. Brek and Jok can get ‘er latched in a twenty-count, I reckon. Bolt a-bed a couple after that, then the clear away and the shot. I reckon, if we make up the bolts ready, two shots in a minute, just about, at a shove, that is. But see, fittin’ the crown to the shaft, well, once that crown is set on the shaft, she ain’t comin’ off again without cutters and a drill. And them crowns is the king’s an’ all.”
Karn smiled. “I doubt his Majesty will mind about the crowns, Niklas. If there are any left over when we get back to Threlland, they can be cut off and drilled out there.”
Niklas looked unconvinced. “Well, if you say so. But if the king be asking me anything about it, I’ll tell ‘im it were you that said so.”
Karn nodded his acceptance of the conditions. “Can’t say fairer than that.”
“Then ready the bolts, Niklas, and pass the word to the other crews. Targets will be big, easy to spot, and on foot. Arriving soon.”
“Arr. ‘Ow big exactly, milord? We can set the sight-screws ready if we know.”
“About seven feet tall, and about twice the girth of a horse. They have a single eye in the front of their heads, the size of a dinner-plate,” Gawain held his hands apart. “Hit that, and we might be lucky. Hit anything else, and who knows. Just keep shooting them until they stop, or until the wizards stop them.”
“Arr. I’ll tell the lads, then, milord.”
“Thank you, Niklas. Good luck.”
The grappinbowman saluted again, and then scurried away.
“I can see four of them now, far off still,” Elayeen announced. “They seem to be moving apart, slowly.”
All heads swung to the north.
“Blasted haze,” Karn complained, “Wouldn’t think the rock could heat up so much in autum.”
“I think I can see something moving out there now,” Bek announced, shielding his eyes. “But I can’t say if it’s their front line or the smaller group.”
At the wagon-line, grappinbow crews were making ready, fitting the Morgmetal crowns to iron shafts, adjusting the rear jackscrews to an estimated angle of elevation according to the brief description of the targets Niklas had passed to them.
“That’s a lot of Morgmetal to be shooting out into the wilds,” Karn growled. “Hope it works.”
“So do I,” Allazar agreed, and then shuddered. “Message from Arramin, front line slowing, rear line stopped at 5M.”
Gawain nodded. “The Gorians and parGoths aren’t stupid. They’re trying to increase the gap between the Kraal and the Meggen lines.”
“Meanwhile the gap’s getting smaller between the beasts and ours,” Bek agreed. “I can definitely see something moving now, in the shimmering.”
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, and stepped up onto the boulder. “Just over a mile, maybe a mile and a half at most. The Jardembers will have our life-lights soon.”
“I suspect, to be on the safe side, they’ll wait until the chain-pullers are in danger of being dragged off their feet before loosing the Kraal,” Allazar sighed. “If the simple minds of the creatures are utterly intent upon us, there’d be less risk of them turning on their masters.”
“How fast do they move, my lord?” Bek asked.
“I caught up with one on a flat road, on foot. Slower than a man sprinting. Slower still on that rock out there. Once they get going though, they’re hard to stop.”
“I definitely saw metal plates on their feet, sire,” Reef asserted from behind Gawain’s left shoulder. “That should slow ‘em down on normal ground, but might let ‘em go faster out there.”
“Good points. And having seen them close up, I wouldn’t have wanted to be the crew attaching any kind of shoe to those feet.”
“G’bow crews signalling ready, m’lord,” Tyrane announced.
“Thank you.”
“I can see ‘em now, too,” Karn sighed. “And I think the boys at the line have seen ‘em as well.”
They had, and a gentle buzz of conversation could be heard from the front. A mile is no great distance on flat and barren terrain, at least where eyes are concerned, and few hundred yards or more makes little difference either way. The farak gorin, as Martan had explained to Gawain before, was arched, but while that meant the Meggen vanguard at two miles out were still hidden in the heat-shimmer from the glazed rock, the immense Kraal beasts and their small groups of handlers were becoming clearer with each step they took.
“There are some thirty yards between each creature now,” Elayeen declared, tilting her head a little each way. “There is nothing in the air and nothing else dark within range of my sight.”
“Thank you. Tyrane, launch red.”
“Launch red, aye, m’lord.”
“At least they’ll know we can see them clearly now,” Gawain glowered, as the maroon exploded high overhead and its red bloom hung over the kindred army in the still northern air.
There was little movement in the camp, though. Most of the forces had been at their battle positions for some time now, and for them the signal meant little more than checking weapons and equipment for at least the hundredth time.
From the north came a series of faint but unnatural sounds. Sounds which some of those gathered at the far-gor recognised; calls of the Kraal.
“Remind us again, Serre wizard, how these monstrous things may be destroyed,” Karn asked, facing the distant objects moving towards them.
“A sustained blast of a wizard’s white fire. Burned alive if captured in a pit, and burning oil and faggots introduced therein. Likewise drowning may be employed. It may also be buried alive in a pit where destruction occurs either through suffocation or starvation. In the absence of food, its aquamire becomes unstable, eventually spontaneously liberating itself and destroying the Kraal in the process.”
“You forgot decapitation with a Raheen longsword, Serre wizard,” Tyrane announced.
“Ah.”
“You’ll pardon me for not wishing to get close enough to the things to try lopping their heads off with humble Callodonian steel,” Hern smiled.
Kraaaaaaaaaaaahl!
The calls were clearer, and the immense beasts uttering them clearer now too.
Allazar’s staff shimmered. “I believe the Kraal have been loosed,” he announced, his voice tight, “Master Arramin declares four running.”
Then another message struck the Dymendin staff. “And the front line has begun advancing again.”
“It’s time, Allazar, Imzenn.”
The two wizards of staff ranked nodded, and each held Gawain’s gaze for a moment. Then they turned.
“Vex!” Gawain suddenly called, and slammed his fist to his heart and the emblem of Raheen there. “In the name of the Kindred!”
The officers followed suit, saluting, and the two wizards bowed, and strode the thirty yards to their positions in the gaps either side of the centre wagon in the line. Allazar stood to the east, and Imzenn to the west.
“They run, thirty yards apart,” Elayeen said.
“General Karn, grappinbows to shoot at will.”
“Aye, my lord,”
“Grappinbows!” Karn bellowed, “Shennden akkanlath!”
Wheelmen at once pumped furiously at the cranks, ‘bowloaders stood at the ready with bolts crowned, and the ‘bowmen slowly adjusted their jackscrews.
Kraaaaaaaaahl! drifted back from the far-gor, as if in answer to Karn’s command.
Calls from the crews were clearly heard when latches were set and bolts loaded.
“What’s the range, do you think, m’lord?”
“Approaching a thousand yards.”
“When will they loose?”
“Soon as they think they’ll hit ‘em for certain,” Karn announced.
Niklas of Thurmount was the first to bring his hammer down on the latch-plate, and the piercing crack of the shot took them all by surprise. His was the second ‘bow in the line, counting from the left, or westerly end. The number three loosed next, then one, and then the number four ‘bow.
At that range, it was impossible to tell if the bolts had struck home, and there was no cheering or excitement from the Threlland infantry. Their eyes were fixed on the advancing Kraal-beasts, for advancing the beasts were; if the bolts had hit, they hadn’t slowed the Kraal much. But then there was some encouragement:
“The Kraal to the west is erratic now, veering to the west more,” Elayeen announced, and eyes flicked at once to the western-most beast. It did indeed seem to be edging further west, then swung back to the east and out again.
“Clear away!” Niklas of Thurmount called, and with a crack, a second bolt was loosed from the number two grappinbow.
“Two hundred yards, maybe two-fifty, between shots,” Gawain said, as the other ‘bows loosed.
“They’re taking their time on the sights, my lord, they’ll speed up if those beasts get too much closer.”
A long burst of Kraal-call drifted across the farak gorin, though one of the four calls making up the skirling cry sounded pained.
“The westernmost beast is lurching now, and slowing.”
It was. At less than a thousand yards away now they could something was wrong with the creature, struggling to keep up with the others. It was veering further from them, further towards the west, and its motion was beginning to undulate.
“Could’ve been hit in the leg, seen horses move like that when lamed,” Bek exclaimed.
“Karn, have ‘bows one and two target the westerly Kraal together!”
“Aye, my lord!” and Karn relayed the order, his powerful voice as clear as the call of a Kraal.
Niklas simply swivelled his grappinbow on its pivot a little to the left, adjusted his sights, and waited for Karn’s order when Rocknoggin declared the bolt a-bed.
The number one grappinbowman called ‘Clear away!’ and Karn bellowed the order to loose. Both ‘bows fired almost simultaneously, and silver-tipped brown rods flashed across the far-gor. This time, there was no doubting the hits. Everyone at the front saw the bolts strike, saw the Kraal go down and dust rise to obscure their view of it. And this time, a cheer did go up.
“It’s down!” Hern gasped, “By the Teeth it’s down!”
Kraaaaaaaaaaaahl! Skirled across the bitchrock from slightly more than seven hundred yards now.
“It’s back up,” Karn sighed.
“Dwarfspit,” Bek spat. “Elve’s Blood and Dwarfspit!”
“It is hobbling, barely able to walk now.”
“Are you sure, Elayeen?”
“I am sure.”
“Bows one and two swing right, Karn.”
“Aye my lord!” Karn relayed the command, and all attention was focused on the three remaining Kraal still rumbling towards the front line.
And they were rumbling, the sound of the immense beasts running on the land of nothing was becoming clearer to all at the wagon-line and growing louder. Gawain eyed the bitchrock, and hoped Martan’s workings would hold under the tremendous forces the Kraal were exerting. If the web were to collapse now, Morloch’s army would simply bypass it, and swallow the kindred forces whole.
By the time the grappinbows had reloaded, the three Kraal charging south were some six hundred yards from the wagon-line. There was some confusion as to whether or not the crews should still shoot at will, or wait for Karn’s command, but Niklas of Thurmount knew a needle to be threaded when he saw one, and he saw three of them.
“Clear away!” he yelled, and smacked the trigger-plate.
Gawain saw the bolt fly straight and true and hit the left-most Kraal. And watched, helpless and agog, as the shaft ricocheted upwards and away across the far-gor.
Almost immediately, the other three grappinbowmen loosed their shots, and by some freak of good fortune two of them had chosen the centre Kraal of the three while the third hit the rightmost. The centre Kraal, struck by two Morgmetal crowns, went down in a cloud of razor-sharp bitchrock debris, disappearing from view to another cheer from the front.
The cheer was short-lived though, for even without the benefit of Elayeen’s Sight, they could see the beast rolling and kicking itself back up onto its feet, raising its head and resuming the charge, its cry reaching them a few moments later.
Gawain saw Niklas of Thurmount hold his hands out, palms forward, signalling his sweating wheelmen to wait while he surveyed the approaching Kraal thundering towards them. From his perspective, and from Gawain’s, the three beasts though thirty yards apart from each other were still close together and still heading for the centre of the line. And still too far to see much beyond the mottled grey-black plated bulk of them. He was, Gawain realised, waiting for a clearer, head-on shot.
“Hold! Tell them to hold, Karn!”
The order given, an ominous silence fell over the battle-camp. Ahead, the rhythmic pounding as the three Kraal continued their charge, though in the distance the sight of the fourth staggering and falling again and again brought some comfort. Behind the command staff at the flag, the nervous creaking of saddles and the snorting of horses, and the occasional rattle of equipment.
At two hundred yards from the wagon-line the Kraal’s calls were louder, more alarming, and details of their appearance began to resolve themselves. In particular, the black horn, and the huge, black eye set into each monstrous head. Gawain remembered them well enough, but for those who’d only heard stories of the encounter on the Jarn Road, the real things were appalling to behold.
“Wind ‘er up!” Niklas called, loud, loud enough for the other crews to hear as well as his own, and at once eight pairs of arms set to, pumping like demons as the Kraal-beasts cried out for blood again.
“Latch is set!” Brek yelled when the mechanism clicked into place, and the called was repeated three more times.
“Bolt’s a-bed, ain’t no thread!” Rocknoggin yelled, and this too was repeated from the line.
“Clear away!” came the call, from the four grappinbowmen, hunched over their sights now, making gentle adjustments on the swivel, turning the jackscrews, bringing sights to bear.
The Kraal were fifty yards from the shoreline when Niklas hammered the latch-plate, and Gawain saw the bolt streak straight into the bulbous black jelly of the centre Kraal’s aquamire eye. It flew with such speed the beast had no chance to blink shut its armoured eyelids, and in truth it probably didn’t even see the shining silver Morgmetal crown that burst its orb and drove clean through its primitive brain and into the mass of bone and muscle beyond it. The bolt’s sudden stop and the impact with such an immense beast released so much energy that aquamire blood around the crown began to boil, and though the creature was already dead and throwing up a bow-wave of bitchrock gravel in its fall, purple flame began to spread unseen throughout its carcass, incinerating it from the inside out.
The leftmost Kraal was hit in the side of the head, below the eye and to the left of the wicked black aquamire horn. The four-foot bolt drove the Morgmetal crown clean through the massive head, shattering the black and aquamire-infused teeth inside the maw and shattering jawbone on its way out. The impact drove the Kraal’s head down into the bitchrock and incredibly, the horn dug in, and the massive creature flipped end over end, throwing up wicked gravel which sprayed towards the line and no-man’s land, and had men ducking instinctively to shield their eyes.
 The rightmost Kraal was hit to the left of the head, the bolt driving through the skin-plates there and deep into the muscle of its shoulder, where it struck bone and turned outwards. Unable to burst out from within the Kraal’s body, the shaft followed a path guided by the armoured skin-plates until it came to a stop buried deep in its hindquarters. It screamed in agony, a sensation it had never known before, and though it had been brought to a standstill on the very shore of the farak gorin, it fixed its eye on the hated life-lights before it and began lurching forward.
“Stand clear! Stand clear!” Allazar screamed, sprinting down the front of the line of wagons, out of Gawain’s sight and towards the lumbering, pain-maddened beast some fifty yards west of the centre of kindred lines.
Then Gawain heard a familiar call, Tireandanam! And saw a deluge of white fire blast into the beast.
Another call of Kraaaaaaaaahl! rent the air, deafening, and incredibly, the Kraal before them on the farak gorin rolled itself upright, black blood spraying from the gaping wound in its mouth, shattered jaw hanging half open. It began to move, the metal plates chained to its stubby, four-lobed feet hanging loose now, feet bleeding. But it cared not for its wounds nor for the spiteful rock tearing at its feet as it lurched towards the number two grappinbow.
“Wind ‘er up!” Niklas cried, “Wind ‘er up!” and Brek and Jok pumped furiously.
But even Gawain could see it would be useless. The Kraal had crossed onto the shore now, a hundred yards of no-man’s land between it and the life-lights its simple mind had elected to destroy first. It was beginning to gain speed, heading straight for the wagon on which the grappinbow was mounted, and the dwarves beyond it.
“Stand clear!” a familiar voice called, deep and resonant and seeming to carry further than by rights it should. “Stand clear!”
Imzenn, his staff held like a pitchfork, ran as fast as his elderly legs would allow, to stand directly between the Kraal and the ‘bow wagon. “Tireandanam!” he shouted, and snap-fluttering streamers of white fire lashed the Kraal like dazzling whipcords. Purple patches formed immediately where the streamers touched, the aquamire reaction starting, burning, spreading, deep pits flaring and growing deeper and larger…
“Stand clear!” Allazar yelled, desperation in his scream and in his expression, racing back from the eastern half of the line, and he let loose more of his white fire towards the Kraal.
But to no avail. Allazar’s fire fell short, tearing up the earth at least twenty yards from the beast. The Kraal, driven by pain and aquamire, burning in a dozen places from Imzenn’s white fire and spewing purple smoke, had far too much momentum now to be stopped. It slammed into Imzenn, flipping the elderly wizard into the air over its back with its aquamire horn, pieces of its shattered jaw and black blood following Imzenn’s broken body, and continued on, smashing into the grappinbow wagon.
The wagon burst apart like matchwood, and the immense grappinbow, steel-rope ‘bowstring three-quarters drawn and under tremendous tension was suddenly released, and incredibly, the weapon lifted into the air. The shock of the impact and sudden release of the string shattered the iron and steel bands holding the right leaf-spring limb of the ‘bow together. It broke, pieces tumbling, gouging great holes in the rocky ground, Brek, Jok and Rocknoggin disappearing in the debris of the wagon as the Kraal burst through behind the lines. Only Niklas of Thurmount, who had glimpsed  the impending catastrophe over the sights of his ‘bow, managed to fling himself clear to the left and almost out of harm’s way.
The wooden stock and cast-iron bolt-channel cracked and splintered when it hit the ground, and there, a few yards from the wreckage of the grappinbow, the Kraal collapsed onto the gouged and broken earth. It gave a drawn-out groan, twitched, and was consumed in a rush of purple flame, an oily plume of greasy smoke billowing.
There was a brief, stunned silence.
And then came a pitiful cry, bereft of hope and filled with pain: “Imzenn!” Allazar yelled, still running towards the scene of the catastrophe. “Imzenn! Master Imzenn!”
“Whitesleeves!” Tyrane screamed towards the south, “Whitesleeves!”
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40. One Last Time
 
There was nothing to be done for Brek, Jok and Rocknoggin of the Thurmount grappinbow crew. Niklas yet lived, but had been struck by debris, his leg broken by a large piece of cast iron, and he was dazed, either at the loss of his friends or by inhaling the acrid fumes from the burning Kraal, or both, the whitesleeves did not know. He was carried gently to the hospital tent at the rear.
In no-man’s land, Allazar knelt, gently cradling Imzenn’s broken head in his lap, rocking back and forth, blinking back tears he was utterly unashamed to shed in front of the line of Threlland infantry. At length, he gently laid Imzenn’s head on the unforgiving ground, stood, and with a deep breath, planted his Dymendin staff to perform the rites of the dead.
When nothing remained of the gentle wizard of Mornland but a fine white ash, Allazar strode back out towards the farak gorin, stooped, and retrieved Imzenn’s slender staff, carrying it back towards the line. He paused at the ruin of the number two grappinbow wagon, and in silence, watched by all nearby, he performed the rite again, this time for the three dwarves of Thurmount.
Red-eyed and sniffing, Allazar walked from the wagon-line to the flag of the kindred, and gently laid Imzenn’s staff beside the boulder.
“You were right, Gawain,” Allazar said, his voice breaking. “Sticks and stones. We don’t have enough of one, and far too many of the other.”
“Then let’s ready the ones we do have, Allazar, and use them to vex Morloch this last time.”
Allazar nodded, and a Dove of Orris flashed into his staff.
“Master Arramin sends word, 4M slow 2M running.”
“Running!” Karn gasped, “On the farak gorin? Are they mad?”
“Perhaps,” Gawain sighed. “They are Meggen, and bred for this destruction.”
“I cannot say for certain, Longsword, but I think I felt something, in the Dymendin, when I was performing the rites for our friends the dwarves.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me. Three of the Kraal are destroyed. And the one floundering to regain its feet out there soon will be, if the bitchrock has its way.”
“May it live long then,” Karn spat, “And enjoy the farak gorin’s flaying ‘til the end of its filthy existence.”
“Gawain, something approaches, a Graken I think, west of centre. Slowly, and cautiously. It has yet to pass the vanguard.”
“Thank you, E. Karn, how many bolts do the crews have left?”
“I’ll ask,” and Karn bellowed in Threllandish, answering calls coming from three remaining ‘bowloaders. “Number one ‘bow reports only two, number three has three, number four has three.”
“Have someone check the wreckage for any serviceable bolts from the number two grappinbow.”
Karn sighed. “Aye, though it’s a grim task,” and the elderly General summoned an infantry man, and passed the orders.
“Ready the ‘bows, Karn, target high, west of centre.”
“Aye, my lord.”
They waited. Ahead, in the shimmering haze that clung to the farak gorin like a low mist, shapes could be seen, moving and wavering, but shapes there were.
Allazar shuddered as another message from Arramin arrived, and wiped his nose. “4M moving quicker.”
“The Meggen getting excited by their sight of their countrymen running in front of them. Was there nothing about the Graken?”
“No.”
“Arramin probably can’t see the bastard if it’s flying low over the Meggen line.”
“I see it,” Elayeen asserted. “It’s holding its course, lifting a little now.”
“I think I see it now too,” Bek grunted, and pointed. “About a mile out.”
“The ‘bows are to load and shoot by number, please, Karn.”
“Aye my lord. Number one, wind ‘er up!”
While the number one crew cranked the wheels and the ‘bowloader stood ready, the dwarf examining the wreckage of the number two grappinbow stood, and held aloft three assembled bolts, one of them bent almost at right-angles. Karn gave a hand-signal, and the trooper jogged along the rear of the wagon-line to pass them to the number one crew.
“It is a little higher, hovering now… wait… it is advancing again, and climbing a little higher.”
“I see it now,” Gawain said quietly, and they waited, tracking the winged creature and its foul rider as it approached, slowly and cautiously.
“Come to check on the damage the Kraal inflicted eh, you black-eyed bastard,” Karn grumbled. “We’ll give you some bloody damage to check. Come closer, come on, come and get some heavy Threlland metal!”
And closer it inched, while ‘bowmen slowly adjusted their sights.
“Wait for it!” Karn called, and the number one crew waved an acknowledgement, though a trifle impatiently it seemed.
“Gauge the range, Valin.”
“Six hundred yards, miThal.”
“Thank you.”
“Come on, come to Threlland, you Dwarfspit…”
“We’re clear away here!” the number one ‘bowloader called, fretfully, urgently.
“Wait!” Karn yelled back.
“I’m guessing it won’t come closer than four hundred yards, my lord. It’s probably seen what left of the first one out there.”
“Range, Valin?”
“Five hundred yards, miThal.”
“It is hovering, G’wain.”
“It’s seen the greasy stain Niklas made of its comrade,” Karn grunted.
“Still hovering.”
“Now, Karn.” Gawain hissed.
“Shennden!” Karn screamed, and before he’d gotten the second syllable out, the number one ‘bow loosed.
The bolt streaked across the far-gor so quickly it was impossible to tell if it had struck the target or not, but the Graken began a sudden and urgent flapping of its wings, and seemed to be struggling to maintain height.
“Number three, Karn.”
“Three!” Karn yelled, and the wheelmen pumped furiously.
“It’s moved a little closer, but is losing height, probably clipped a wing… wait, it’s picking up speed!” Hern gasped.
“Master Arramin reports, 1M still running.”
“Bolt’s a-bed!”
“Clear away!”
Crack! and this time there was no mistaking the path the bolt took as it passed through the Graken and sped out towards the dark line advancing through the haze on the bitchrock. The creature’s frantic flapping stopped abruptly, its wings flipped upwards and slapped together over its rider’s head, and it plummeted like a stone towards the vicious surface of the farak gorin. They saw the rider attempt to make a black shield in front of the dead Graken’s head, as if it could spare him the devastating impact. It didn’t. The Graken’s carcass ploughed into the rock after a fall of some two hundred feet, and the demGoth rider was flung forward head first into the same unyielding surface already stained by the first of them earlier that morning.
“Yes!” Karn spat, “Yes!” and a cheer went up through the battle-camp.
“Tyrane,”
“My lord?”
“Launch black.”
“Launch black, aye, my lord.”
 
When the maroon burst overhead and the black ball of smoke drifted slowly south, the cheering stopped. In the north, the enemy was clearly visible now, and they did indeed seem to be jogging rather than walking on the wicked surface.
“Discipline is appalling,” Bek announced, shaking his head, “They’re bunching up.”
“And it looks like they’re trampling over their own if they fall!” Hern sighed. “And they’re supposed to be men?”
“Pass word to the grappinbows please, Karn. Save a couple of bolts for the remaining two Graken-riders. Unless things go bad for us when the Meggen arrive.”
“I’ll pass the word, my lord.”
Behind them, the rearguard drew in, long-riders galloped back to the ranks, and six wizards began the long walk to the front line.
“It’s time,” Gawain announced. “Good luck, gentlemen. And thank you.”
A chorus of m’lords and salutes greeted this last. Hands were shaken and arms clasped, and sad smiles exchanged.
“Good luck, you old goat,” Bek slapped Karn on the shoulder. “Tell your blokes to save a few for the RJC. The grey riders haven’t had a real charge against a real enemy in longer than I’ve sat saddle.”
“I’ll think it about. Try not to fall of yer horse, it’s a long way down and old men like you don’t heal so well.”
“Luck, Hern, Igorn’s loss is our gain.”
“Thank you, Serres.”
“Luck to you and the one-twelve too, Serre Valin,” Karn smiled. “And aim well. The more you and your lot shoot down, the less I’ll have to worry about.”
Valin saluted, and turned to rest his fingertips lightly over Meeya’s heart, and she returned the gesture. Then they were gone, leaving Meeya and the eight of Raheen standing with Tyrane of Callodon, alone at the flag of the kindred army.
“Allazar, send a message to Arramin. 3M G.”
“3M G.” Allazar closed his eyes, and the Dove of Orris sped away, another one flashing into his staff moments later. “He has acknowledged the message, Longsword. Is there still some hope, then?”
Gawain eyed the five hundred yards of the line, marking the width of Martan’s excavations, and remembered the extent of the main body of eight thousand marching towards them, hurrying to catch up with the horde now less than a mile from the shoreline.
“No, not really. I only have one last surprise up my sleeve, but I daren’t use it until the main force are three miles out. Or unless we’re about to fall to their vanguard. And in truth, I really don’t think it will make much difference now. There are too many of them, and too few of us.”
They heard Karn bellowing orders, and the dwarf infantry, quivers of arrows bulging, advanced in a neat and orderly line to stand two paces back from the dividing line that marked the edge of no-man’s land with the farak gorin. Valin led the one-twelve on their horses through the wagons, and they split into two squadrons, half to the west and half to the east of centre. Bek’s cavalry followed, positioning themselves behind the wagons, also in two squadrons either side of centre, giving Gawain a clear view of the farak gorin down the middle.
“Time to mount up, one last time,” Gawain sighed, and called Gwyn forward.
And there, in front of the boulder and Imzenn’s lonely staff, and in front of the flag of the kindred army hanging limp from its lance, there in the still of that final hour before noon on the 9th day of October, they sat saddle together for the last time. Elayeen, Gawain and Allazar, with Meeya thalangard and Captain Tyrane of the Callodon Guard, backed by five Riders of Raheen resplendent in Red and Gold.
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41. V…
 
They heard the enemy battle-cries long before the Meggen horde came within range of their arrows. Mingled with the skirling battle-cry of what sounded like “Yattar!” were other screams, other cries, of pain and death. The two thousand Meggen, their blood-lust up, running on the treacherous surface of the farak gorin, were berserkers, utterly careless of their own fate, never mind that of their comrades. Those who slipped or tripped and fell were trampled underfoot by those behind, mashed into the bitchrock, their crude leather clothing no protection at all.
“If they’d formed orderly ranks and marched…” Tyrane gasped, mortified by the size of the mob and its complete indifference to those who fell within it. “They must have lost a hundred, two hundred, already since they started running!”
“They’re about to lose a vakin sight more,” Gawain announced, his voice harsh, “When the first salvo hits them, they’ll go down like nine-pins.”
“Arangard!” Valin cried from the one-twelve line, “Arangard!” and the battle-cries of the enemy were drowned out briefly by the sound of wood on wood as arrows were nocked to bowstrings.
In the front line, the infantry, a hundred and eight dwarves, each looking distinctly lonely with a distance of three feet between himself and his comrades, took two paces backwards, and cocked their arms ready to throw.
Still the horde jogged forward as fast as their makeshift footwear permitted on the cruel and spiteful surface. And at three hundred yards from the shoreline, Valin commenced the battle proper.
“Sheenen!” he cried, and the first salvo of a hundred and twelve arrows sped from their bows, followed by a hundred and eight more in the time it took dwarves to take two mighty strides forward and hurl theirs.
“Arangard!” Valin cried again, and as the first salvo arced downward like a cloud of wriggling white fish, they prepared a second.
Nor did the infantry or the one-twelve wait to admire the damage that first salvo had created within the horde, knowing full well that they’d need ten such salvos and every arrow fatal to account for all the Meggens running towards them.
“Sheenen!”
Meggens fell, and were trampled into the bitchrock when they did. Others tripped and fell over their fallen comrades, and were likewise trampled, only to get up and continue running, blood streaming.
“Arangard!”
The damage that the salvos were inflicting in the centre of the horde suddenly had an unwelcome effect, though.
“They’re spreading out!” Allazar noted.
“Yes, and the archers will have to compensate. Shooting into a mob is one thing, shooting at a line is another.”
“Sheenen!”
Whatever mob mentality had gripped the Meggen, their survival instinct was as powerful as anyone else’s, and with arrows raining into the centre, they spread further and further apart.
“Arangard!”
By the time the third salvo arced downwards towards the enemy, the Meggen were less a mob and more two distinct groups, beginning now to fan out to the east and to the west of the centreline they’d been taking. They were also running faster now that their black king’s enemy was standing in plain sight before them.
“Sheenen!”
This time, of the two hundred and twenty arrows shot or hurled out towards the farak gorin, far fewer than before made a telling hit, and those Meggen who did fall, did not bring down so many of their countrymen behind them. Some were hit, but still kept running, yanking the arrows out from their flesh and tossing them aside…
“Arangard!”
“They can see our lines are short, my lord, and are spreading further to the flanks.”
Gawain nodded. It was one thing to have flags five hundred yards apart, but a line of a hundred and eight dwarves didn’t extend very far, and nor did a hundred and twelve thalangard riders.
“Sheenen!”
“Mark your targets!” Gawain called, “Mark your targets!”
“A hundred and fifty yards, I’d say, my lord, and in danger of outflanking us on both ends.”
“Thank you Tyrane. Fire the vee! Fire the vee!”
It was General Karn himself who stooped and smacked a firestone into his shortsword, sending a shower of sparks onto a knot of oil-soaked cable-rope. It ignited with a whump! and the flames shot out across the farak gorin, northeast and northwest.
“Sheenen!” Valin called, and another salvo was loosed, just as the barrels of ellamas oil began to explode, sending flaming liquid in all directions and forming a fiery V extending outward in front of the army of the kindred.
Barrels sailed through the air, spilling their burning contents, and oil-soaked bitchrock became pyre-brick, though as Martan of Tellek had described in his letter to Gawain, brown pyre-brick instead of black. Screaming Meggen close to the conflagration flailed and fell, burning and writhing, others nearer the fires instinctively changed direction away from the intense heat, pressing back towards the centre.
“It seems to be working, Longsword.”
“Though for how long remains to be seen. Too many are going to make it to the shore.” Gawain drew the longsword from over his shoulder, stood in the stirrups, and gave the signal to Bek, pointing the blade to the west. Bek repeated the signal with his sabre, and the one hundred grey riders of the Royal Jurian Cavalry, swollen by some fifty or more mounted Jurian volunteer reserve, turned to the left, and trotted out of the battle-camp to take up a position in the no-man’s land strip, a couple of  hundred yards west of the flag of the kindred.
“Advance the infantry reserve, Tyrane,” Gawain said over the noise of Valin launching another salvo.
“Advance the infantry reserve, aye m’lord.”
Moments later, some two hundred volunteers marched forward as smartly as they knew how, to take up the position vacated by Bek’s RJC. There they waited. Some vomited, only to stand smartly to the ready again when the retching was finished. Their comrades, hearts pounding, eyes wide, and mouths dry with fear, paid no heed. Most had done their share of puking earlier in the day.
“We are so few,” Arras sighed from behind Gawain, “We are so few.”
There was no answering that simple and obvious fact. Some seventy yards from the shoreline, funnelled by the flaming V ignited by Karn of Threlland, around nine hundred living, breathing and utterly barbaric Meggen were charging as fast as their bodged and bizarre footwear would allow, heedless of death, screaming “Yattar!” at the tops of their voices, wide-eyed and brandishing their three-foot long maces.
“Sheenen!” Valin screamed above the din, and the final salvo was loosed. At least a hundred fell to the bitchrock, and then Gawain turned to Tyrane.
“Launch white ahead!”
“White ahead aye!” and the hasty signal was made to the lad in the oversize tunic.
Seconds later the maroon zipped over their heads, exploding some fifty feet in the air above the stragglers of the Meggen horde, many limping and covered in blood, still desperate to join the battle.
Immediately the maroon detonated, the one-twelve galloped away to right and left, clearing the path for the dwarves of the infantry to run unhindered back to the wagon-line. When both squadrons of the one-twelve had themselves cleared the ends of the wagon-line, they wheeled around and back into battle-camp, re-forming in two lines behind the infantry volunteers.
“Shoot at will!” Gawain called, and the foremost Meggens of the horde fell before reaching the shoreline.
There were a hundred yards of no-man’s land to be crossed before the Meggen could engage with the kindred, hand to hand, and as the first of them made the shore and began charging towards the wagons, most not even bothering to kick off the absurd footwear they were wearing, Bek’s Greys began to walk forward.
Dwarves hurled arrows from the gaps between the wagons, volunteers with crossbows fired over the tops of their heads, the bolts bound to hit something at the end of their journeys, and elven longbows thrummed. Then the number four grappinbow cracked, and the four-foot Morgmetal-crowned bolt cut a swathe through the horde, dozens falling on the bitchrock and bringing down dozens more with them. Another crack! and the number one grappinbow sent a bolt through the horde in the opposite direction, carving a V out of throng which was filled almost immediately by barbarians desperate to fight, desperate to kill.
“What evil possesses them?” Allazar gasped, “What could make men waste themselves so?”
“Morloch,” Gawain spat.
Movement to the left, and the Greys were running now, the thundering of the horses’ hooves rising above the cries of the Meggen. Gawain’s eyes welled, and his heart skipped a beat; in the front and centre of the line, General Bek, leaning forward over his mare’s neck, sabre pointing straight down the centre of no-man’s land, gave the command to charge, and with a kick, the horses began their gallop.
The Meggen at first seemed not to notice, or not to care. Their front line, ragged as it was, was now about fifty yards inland of the land of nothing, and though arrows and bolts were thinning their numbers, there were still more than six hundred of them, screaming for blood. They noticed, though, when they got to within thirty yards of the wagon-line, and the RJC fired their salvo of crossbow bolts.
The bolts were loosed from about eighty yards of the centre of the kindred formation, and accounted for a good number of the enemy. Once they’d been shot, the riders jammed the light weapons into holsters over their left shoulders, and leaned forward with sabres drawn.
No-one could speak, all eyes watching as the hundred and fifty Jurians charged in A-formation towards the Meggen. Behind Gawain, the three hundred heavies of Callodon under Flag-Major Hern began their ride out to the west; it was obvious to all that far too many of the enemy would make the shore to be held by the infantry and one charge of the RJC alone.
In front of Gawain, the incredible happened. Instead of fleeing, or dropping to the ground, or taking any evasive action at all, the Meggen charging towards the wagons simply turned right, and as the RJC bore down on them, ran headlong towards the horses, maces swinging.
The RJC smashed into the horde, and vice versa. Meggens were battered to death, trampled, cleaved apart by sabre, but horses too fell screaming, legs broken by Meggen maces. Riders fell with them, and though it was true that the cavalry scythed a crop of barbarians and continued eastward as ordered, there were at least twenty horses and riders who did not wheel around the eastern flag at the end of the line.
More of the barbarians streamed onto no-man’s land and ran towards the front line, some pausing to smash maces down on the dead or dying riders and horses, not caring whether moments later arrows snuffed out their own lives as they did so. In the west, the Callodon heavies wheeled, and formed a line, and the lances of the Callodon Guard dipped, and behind them and spreading out in formation, the two hundred mounted Callodon volunteer reserve drew swords with one hand, and held crossbows at the ready in the other.
At the front, they didn’t hear Hern’s commands, but glimpsed the heavies beginning their run before all attention was turned to the Meggen. Some had reached the wagon-line, and had been speedily shot by elves or crossbowmen in the volunteers. More were hard on their heels. Hand to hand fighting was beginning to spread the length of the line, and more worrying, some of the Meggen had circumvented the line completely.
Runners grabbed handfuls of arrows from the barrels near the command-post and carried them to the one-twelve, desperate to keep quivers from emptying. To the rear, the RJC reformed, horses snorting and gulping air, wounded riders refusing aid and preparing their crossbows again.
As the heavy cavalry kicked up to the charge, the RJC could see it was unlikely to be enough, and orders were shouted, and they wheeled again, and this time, they moved at the canter to take station at the western mark.
“By the Teeth!” Allazar cried, and with good reason.
The Meggen weren’t engaging the infantry, not in the conventional sense. They didn’t stand and fight, hand to hand, man to man. Instead, they ploughed forward, always forward, their highly effective maces clearing a path in front of them. If a kindred soldier was knocked to the ground, the Meggen just kept going, leaving him for the next Meggen behind, while continuing onward to strike at the next target.
One, having leapt into and then out of a wagon at the line, ran towards the volunteers, who presented halberds. The Meggen simply impaled itself on the points, and died still swinging its mace and screaming its battle-cry. More and more were breaking through, rushing through the front line and into the second.
The kindred hadn’t felled enough of the enemy on the farak gorin. Gawain knew it. They all knew it.
“Vex!” they heard, “Vex!” and saw Karn at the front line, hammer in one hand and sword in the other, laying into a Meggen with both.
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42. …Is for Vex
 
They saw Flag-Major Hern die, at the head of the Callodon Guard. He led the heavies in line abreast, sweeping along the no-man’s land, crossbows shooting at eighty yards just as the RJC had done before them. They saw him break his lance, impaling two Meggen who were running at him, and when he threw the broken weapon aside and was drawing his sword, a third Meggen ran, leapt high into the air, and swung the mace, hitting Hern full in the face and knocking him from the saddle.
Others fell, too, and horses with them, the Meggen utterly careless of their own lives, as though to die for their king would render unto them some impossible reward greater than life itself. As the Callodon cavalry thundered past the line towards the western marker, Gawain glimpsed the remnants of the horde still advancing towards them, and there were still too many of them. The Greys of the RJC saw it too, and didn’t bother waiting for the Callodon horse to wheel around the western marker before beginning their second run. Another hundred Meggen at least had already made the shore in the time it took the Callodonians to reach the flag from the centre of the line.
Gawain saw thin streamers of lightning flickering here and there from the front, the wizards of the lower ranks doing what they could either to strike at the enemy or to dazzle them. Though surely, Gawain thought, none of the whitebeards could have any doubts about Zaine’s Mandate or his Codex Maginarum applying now.
More and more of the Meggen were making it around the ends of the wagon-line and hurling themselves at the volunteers, and the volunteers, far from professional and far from adept with weapons despite their weeks of drilling, were faltering.
Karn’s screaming of the kindred battle-cry had been taken up by the dwarves, but they were fast, strong, and when it came to wielding hammer and sword, powerful adversaries. Karn, Gawain thought, was right to put his money on dwarves in a fair fight. This fight, though, was far from fair, and the enemy, though shot and torn on the farak gorin, still outnumbered the infantry.
“We need to do more than sit here,” Gawain announced.
“Don’t leave my sight, G’wain!” Elayeen cried, and the passion in her voice took him by surprise.
But the reserve line was faltering, the Callodon heavies were wheeling back towards the battle-camp, and the RJC were already beginning their thundering run down the no-man’s land. And at least fifty Meggen had broken through now and were surging towards the reserves.
“Then come with me, Elayeen! On foot! On foot Raheen!” Gawain cried, and swung out of the saddle, longsword in hand.
He ran straight through the central avenue between the two blocks of volunteers, straight towards a cluster of five Meggens which were hobbling as quickly as they could towards him. They were wounded in a dozen places or more, and had bits of a wagon’s iron wheel-rims loosely tied to their feet, and those were slowly falling apart. Gawain was aware of Allazar behind and to his right, and aware of Elayeen behind and to his left, then something white flashed past his left side and slammed into the leading Meggen’s chest; Elayeen’s arrow.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar screamed, and if fury could tint a wizard’s white fire, the blast that poured from the Dymendin would’ve been crimson. That deluge of fire struck all the Meggen before the one Elayeen shot had time to fall, and it blew them to pieces in an instant.
“Vex!” Gawain yelled at the top of his voice, and gazed around for the nearest enemy. He didn’t have to wait long to see one, but his sword simply didn’t have the reach of Elayeen’s bow, or Meeya’s now beside her, or Allazar’s white fire. Each time he poised to engage the enemy, the enemy was destroyed from behind or beside him. “Vex!”
The snap of a Raheen string, the thrum of a bow, the sheet-rock ripping of Allazar’s staff, all presaged the destruction of a Meggen before it had a chance to come within range of Gawain’s sword. There was a thundering of hooves, and they glimpsed the RJC through the gaps between wagons on its way to the western marker for a second time.
Then a great cry of ‘Vex!’ went up from behind him, and the two hundred volunteer infantry began to advance, catching up and drawing level with Gawain, then matching his advance step for step.
They drew closer to the wagon-line, and there, Allazar, fearful of striking friend as well as foe, refrained from loosing his white fire until or unless a Meggen came within striking distance of the Dymendin, at which point he thrust it forward into the enemy’s body and then blew it asunder.
This close to the front now, the enemy were everywhere, but their mace was no match for the range of Gawain’s blade, and soon it was dripping red. The world became a screaming chaos, cries of ‘Vex!’ and “Yattar!” rending the air, the clash of steel, screams of the dead and dying, cries of warning from the living. Onward, and through wagons, smashing, slashing, shooting and blasting through the enemy, until finally, there was no enemy.
Just an expanse of dead and dying people and horses, stretching out across no-man’s land, to the shore of the farak gorin, and beyond, out onto the bitchrock where, filled with Morloch’s hatred, a few of the Meggen still crawled towards them, shot with arrows and flayed by the surface of the rock, yet still advancing.
The first engagement of the Battle of Far-gor was over. The kindred army, such as it was, had held.
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43. A Hard Blow
 
What Meggen there were still living did not live for long. What kindred there were dying were made as comfortable as possible, and a stream of wounded were led to the hospital tents far to the rear. In the middle of the line, surrounded by the debris and horror of war, Gawain surveyed the scene, checking for threats, and then surveyed his friends, checking for wounds.
“Are you hurt, E?”
“No, I am unharmed,” she replied, her voice her own. “And you, G’wain?”
“No. Allazar? Tyrane?”
Shakes of the head, tired. “Are you sure, Tyrane? There’s a dent in your helm and blood on the side of your head.”
“It’s nothing, m’lord. Truly.”
“Meeya?”
“I am unhurt, miThal.”
“All present, fit and able, sire,” Arras pre-empted the question.
“Dwarfspit, we nearly lost this,” Gawain sighed, again eyeing the carnage. “We so nearly lost this.”
“The line held, sire, and it was you who gave it strength.”
“No, Arras, not I. The kindred have a strength all their own when they stand together. Generals to me, Tyrane, we must make ready for the next wave.”
Tyrane turned to wave a hand-signal to the lad in the oversize tunic, but then paused, surprised, and then caught sight of another signalman, a young boy, and sent the message. The boy ran forward to the boulder and the flag of the kindred, and lit a blue smoke-maker, summoning the commanding officers.
“Something wrong, Tyrane?”
Tyrane shrugged. “I can’t see Mykel, m’lord.” And as they walked back through the wagon-line towards the flag, Tyrane summoned the signalman.
“Mykel?” Gawain frowned.
“First signalman, m’lord, Callodon volunteer. Good lad, knows all the signs and short-codes. Promised I’d find him a tunic that would fit when we got back to Ferdan.”
“I’ve noticed him,” Gawain sighed, “I didn’t know his name though.”
“Serre!” the signalman saluted.
“Good work, Bron, where’s Mykel?”
The youngster’s face threatened to crumple, and tears welled in the boy’s eyes.
“Dwarfspit,” Tyrane sighed, and patted the boy on the shoulders. “You’ll take his duties now, Bron. Understand? You’ll need to be sharp, for the Commander and all of us.”
Bron nodded, and hastily wiped his eyes.
“Back to yer post now, lad, and keep your eyes on me always. Understood?”
Bron nodded again, and saluted, and hurried back to the signalpost.
“Karn,” Gawain announced quietly on seeing the blood-smeared and dishevelled dwarf. “You’re still with us then.”
“Aye, thanks to the reserves and everyone else. Saw Hern go down fighting.”
“Yes.”
Valin arrived, and saluted, and shared a brief but relieved look with Meeya. Then two staff officers, lieutenants Nors of Juria and Hillyer of Callodon arrived.
“Where’s General Bek?” Karn said, and his voice, always loud and always harsh, was filled with dread.
“My lord, Serres,” Nors saluted. “I have to report that both General Bek and Major Niyall fell, in the second charge. It falls to me to lead the Royal Jurian Cavalry contingent, by your leave, my lord.”
Gawain nodded.
“Fell?” Karn sighed, and glanced out towards no-man’s land, and the wizards of lesser rank performing the rites there. “Fell…”
“I regret to report, my lord,” Hillyer began, but Gawain held up a gentle hand.
“Yes, we saw Flag-Major Hern fall. You are now the senior officer of the Callodon heavies?”
“I am, my lord, by your leave?”
Again, Gawain nodded, and took a deep and shuddering breath.
“We must reform the lines as quickly as possible, gentlemen. The wounded to be cared for in the rear, all those fit and able to muster back at their battle-ready positions as soon as possible.”
There was a chorus of agreement.
“There are eight thousand more of those bastards out there. I propose to take as many of them as we can, for the sake of all those in the south. We did well. We can do well again.”
“G’wain,” Elayeen suddenly announced, and all eyes swung to her. “Something approaches from the southwest, on the wing. Something dark.”
“Elve’s Blood and Dwarfspit,” Karn spat, “From the southwest?”
“Yes, General,” Elayeen confirmed. “I believe it is a Graken.”
“Launch red! To stations!”
There was a flurry of activity, and Gawain bellowed towards the wagon-line: “Grappinbow! To the southwest and high! Southwest and high!”
Immediately, crews summoned their mates to the wagons, desperately trying to wheel them around. The axle mounts were fitted close to the edge of the wagon-bed to give the ‘bows elevation, but only in the one direction. The wagons needed to be turned a hundred and eighty degrees to be able to shoot to the south.
“Number two only!” Gawain shouted, “Number two only!”
“Only one?” Karn asked.
“If the Graken overflies us and heads out towards the far-gor we’d have nothing left to shoot at it, they’d all be facing south.”
“It’s moving fast, G’wain, and gaining speed.”
They could see it now, swinging around in an arc, bringing itself around to approach the battle-camp from directly due south.
“Ready the one-twelve!” Gawain ordered Valin.
“Arangard an suten! An suten!”
The one-twelve, positioned at the rear of the line with the Callodon heavies and the re-forming RJC, nocked arrows, faced the south and saw the Graken.
“Bastard must’ve snuck around the Beacon Gap while we were busy with their vanguard,” Allazar grimaced.
Gawain gave him a sidelong glance, and noted the anger on the wizard’s face. “Is it too high for your lightning-tree?”
“We shall see,” Allazar growled, “Though I may burn my arms off trying, I mean to end that foul creature and the beast it rides upon!”
“Wind ‘er up!” came the call from the wagon-line, now behind and to their left.
“I think it means to attack, m’lord.”
“Bolt’s a-bed, ain’t no thread!” came another call, and Rocknoggin’s grinning face sprang unbidden to Gawain’s mind.
“Clear away!”
Without warning, the Graken began to zigzag, swinging up to the left and then, like a pendulum, down and up to the right.
“Bastard!” Karn growled, “Where’d it learn that trick?”
“Where indeed,” Gawain hissed through clenched teeth. With all the rites for the dead being conducted around them, it would be a simple thing for a spy to communicate with the dark wizard on the wing, and go unnoticed by Allazar’s staff.
“It’s diving!” Nors called.
The number one grappinbow cracked, and the bolt streaked past the Graken-rider’s right side, alarmingly close but missing nevertheless.
“Dwarfspit!” Karn cried.
“It has to drop lower if its black fire is to be effective,” Allazar announced, “And then I shall have him! Stand clear!”
The Graken was speeding towards them, and they saw the rider raise his arm, black balls beginning to form at the end of a short rod held in front of his head. The balls detached and fell either side of the Graken’s neck, more appearing in their place.
The one-twelve launched a salvo, not daring to wait any longer lest they had to aim too high and their arrows land on the hospital tents to the rear. The Graken jinked hard to the west, but some of the arrows tore holes in its right wing, and it lurched a little before steadying.
Black fireballs began to rain down on the southern edge of the battle-camp, onto the hospital tents and wounded desperately trying to take cover there. The Graken wheeled, carving a great arc through the sky, raining fireballs as it scythed over the horses and riders of the kindred the length of the rear lines.
“Take cover!” Gawain screamed, knowing the order was futile. There was no cover to be had from such an attack, nor from such weapons. He’d seen the results of one on the Jarn Road.
Streams of the fireballs began exploding, blasting the hospital tents, people, and horses, anything that couldn’t move fast enough to avoid the horror raining down on them. Then the Graken rider swung away to the west, turned, adjusted his course, wheeling around and straightening, and commenced his second run. And he was heading straight up the middle of the lines, directly for the group gathered by the boulder and the flag of the kindred at the very centre of the camp.
More black fireballs streamed from the demGoth’s rod, smaller now, forming and dropping quickly but no less effectively where they struck horse and riders of Callodon, Juria, and the one-twelve. And then Allazar thrust the Dymendin up and forward, and screamed, calling forth an immense tree of lightning, branches and streamers spreading wide and jagged. It was blinding, those standing near the wizard throwing up their arms to shield their faces, Gawain spinning around and hurling his cloak open to shield Elayeen from the immensity of the blast.
The Graken had nowhere to turn, and flew straight into the canopy of white fire thrown out from the trunk of the tree. Wings were sliced into pieces, chunks of its body likewise, and the rider cut almost clean in two. The blast faded, Allazar still screaming and following the track of the creatures and their remains as they sped overhead, tumbling, over the front lines to crash into the no-man’s land beyond the wagons.
Smoke filled the air and nostrils, flames crackled, and then a familiar voice rang out, filled with agony.
“Chandarran!  Chandarran!”
Arras of Narrat ran from the centre towards the chestnut mare of Raheen, his horse-friend of more than thirty years, lying on the ground not far from a smoking hole in the rocky earth left by the Graken-rider’s black fire. He fell to his knees, and reached out a trembling hand, and they saw his shoulders slump, and head bow.
More cries went up, calls for help and calls for healers and whitesleeves. Smoke curled skyward, men rushed to aid wounded comrades and wounded horses. Allazar sighed and leaned heavily on his staff.
The Graken-rider had struck the kindred rear lines a hard blow.
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44. Va Takan Thul
 
There was chaos in the battle-camp in the aftermath of the Graken attack. The RJC and Callodon cavalries had been mustering in the area between the command-post and the field hospital, and the black fire had not only killed horses and riders, but scattered them too, mostly to the east and west.
Men and women roamed, dazed, and men and women of the volunteer infantry broke ranks to give what help they could. Karn rushed to the front to restore order there, and to have the wagons swung round so that the grappinbows would face north again, while Nors and Hillyer attempted to restore order to their mounted contingents. And all the while, the lesser wizards of the D’ith moved among them, performing the last rites for the dead, several of them weeping as they did so.
“Allazar, are you still with us?”
“I am, Longsword, though a little tired from the effort of that blast.”
“I’m not surprised. They’ll have seen it in Tarn. And clear across the far-gor too.”
Clouds, white and billowing and drifting from the northern peaks, wafted gently in front of the sun, sudden shadows racing across the plains as they did. In the comparative gloom there was a sudden flash, which struck Allazar’s staff, making him jump as always.
The wizard closed his eyes and sighed. “2L, 3M 1M2.” And then another Dove of Orris flashed into his staff. “Front line moving quickly.”
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain blinked, and glanced over his shoulder towards the farak gorin.
“Get Karn here, Tyrane,” Gawain asked, and then he turned to look at Elayeen.
She returned his gaze, her eyes her own and filled with sorrow. There was something else in her expression too, something distant, like the memory of distant pain and anger.
“What is it?” Karn gasped, breathing hard from running.
“Enemy approaching. Two lines, three miles and a mile and a half. I’m guessing the Meggen have broken from the main group of Morlochmen and have scented blood. One Graken-rider is probably not enough to control them and hold them in formation.”
“Thruk, we’re not ready for ‘em, not after that last winged bastard.”
“I know. I do have something, but I was planning to wait until they were within range of the one-twelve’s arrows.”
“MiThal,” Valin announced, “We have but three arrows each remaining.”
“Vakin Denthas, is that all?”
Valin nodded towards a smouldering pile of burst barrels and boxes. “The black rider struck the barrels. We had no time to re-arm”
Gawain folded his arms, and grimaced, and looked down at his boots.
“If we knew what you had up yer sleeve, milord,” Karn suggested.
Gawain eyed the blood-spattered dwarf, and then flicked a glance over his head at the farak gorin.
“It’s a futile hope, one I held before we knew the true strength of the enemy we face. It could’ve helped us win the battle then, but not now. There are too many of them. And we are too few.”
“Then whatever it is, will it matter if you loose it now or later, m’lord?” Tyrane offered.
“If loosing it now would buy us time to re-group and get the wounded out of harm’s way, I say loose it now,” Karn growled, “Always assuming I get a say in the matter.”
“That’s why you’re here, my friend. Elayeen?”
“No more aid is coming. We need time to clear the field and re-form the lines. You are the Deed. It is for you to do what must be done.”
Gawain nodded. “Allazar?”
“Loose it now. We must recover our strength and tend to the wounded before we can face another assault.”
“Tyrane?”
“Now, my lord.”
“Allazar, send to Arramin: L1W L2W G.”
The wizard closed his eyes, and the Dove flashed away to the south-eastern peak. It took only moments before the reply flashed back.
“1200 800 A”
“The width of their lines exceeds the width of our trap…”
Gawain took a deep breath and eyed the chaos all around them. Then he saw Doryenn and Corax of the D’ith Met staring at them, suspiciously, and walking towards them purposefully from the direction Arramin’s Dove had just travelled. They had seen the Doves of Orris.
“What are you doing, my lord?” Doryenn called out, beginning to open his stride, perhaps only twenty yards away and with Corax ten more behind him, “What are you doing!”
“Allazar,” Gawain hissed a warning, and the First of Raheen lifted his Dymendin off the ground.
“To your duties, wizards of the D’ith!” Allazar called, and he’d barely finished the sentence when Doryenn screamed:
“What are you doing my lord!” and raised his wand of iron-bound darkwood, pointing it at Allazar and sending a blast of something from it. It wasn’t white fire, more of a bubble of shimmering air, and Allazar, shocked, barely managed to raise a shield before him in time. It shimmered, just as it had at the pond in the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan when he’d used it to defend against the Razorwing. Doryenn’s something was powerful though, and blew Allazar clear off his feet, sending him and the Dymendin sprawling.
“Prepare to launch two green Tyrane!” Gawain yelled.
“What are you doing!” Doryenn screamed again, and pointed the wand at Gawain.
White fire began to crackle and dance at the wand’s tip, and Gawain caught an expression of horror on the face of Corax, raising his own rod of Ulmus wood and pointing it squarely at Doryenn’s back.
Arras of Narrat, still on his knees beside the body of his dead horse-friend, launched himself to his feet and threw himself between Gawain and the D’ith Met traitor, just as the white fire was loosed. The streamer struck him in the chest, burning a deep hole and sending his body tumbling towards Gawain’s feet.
There was a loud whump! and Doryenn was struck in the back by whatever mystic power Corax had loosed upon him. Within moments, Corax was kneeling on Doryenn’s back, the rotund and jolly-faced traitor now red-faced with rage and gasping for air under the pressure of a Rod of Aemon held under his throat and drawing his head up and backwards against the weight of the wizard pinning him to the ground.
Gawain fell to his knees beside Rider Arras even as Allazar was struggling to rise to his own.
“Arras!” Gawain cried, lifting the stricken rider’s head from the cold and unforgiving ground, cradling the man of Raheen in his arms and trying not to look at the smoking hole burned through the Red and Gold of his tunic.
“Sire…” Arras gasped, his voice faltering, words coming in short bursts, “If you have six … apples… and a brigand takes two…”
“You have six apples and a brigand’s head!” Gawain choked. “Arras!”
“She was so proud of you both!” Arras managed, and then smiled, and nodded, and died in Gawain’s arms.
“Arras…”
Tears sprang unbidden and coursed down Gawain’s cheeks, his vision blurred, seeing only the Red and Gold of his homeland, and seeing only the faces of Rider Arras, and Magistra Wenda in his mind’s eye. He was vaguely aware of others in the Red and Gold gathered around him, and then he heard Allazar’s voice, shouting, filled with rage.
“Let him up, Corax! Let the treacherous bastard up so I can fry the filthy traitor alive!”
“Va takan thul!” Doryenn gasped, his back bent by the unrelenting pressure of the Ulmus rod under his throat, “He will consume you all!”
“Let him up!” Allazar screamed.
“No!” Gawain ordered, and gently laid Arras on the ground, and stood, and strode three paces to look down upon the prisoner pinned beneath Corax’ knee.
He stooped, picked up the fallen iron-bound darkwood wand, and without hesitation rammed it point-first into and through Doryenn’s shoulder.
The fat wizard screamed in agony, and with a simple jerk of his head Gawain signalled Corax to move aside. Immediately Corax stepped back, Gawain reached down, and grabbed a handful of the traitor’s hair, and began dragging him, screaming, towards the front line, through the devastation and death wrought by dark wizardry and Meggens alike.
“You want to know what I’m doing, whitebeard?” Gawain shouted, his voice hard and cruel, the entire command staff at his back and following as he dragged the screaming Doryenn through the ranks of volunteers. “You want to see? You want to warn your friend out there? I’ll show you, you ‘spitsucking whitebeard treacherous scum! I’ll show you what I’m doing!”
Through the gap in the wagon line, past the hard-faced dwarves, some of them spitting on the wizard as Gawain dragged the traitor twenty yards out into the no-man’s land, a no-man’s land still littered with enemy corpses, no rites of the dead for them, not from the kindred anyway.
“There! You see! You see them coming!” Gawain screamed, and jerked the wizard’s head up and back, heaving him to his knees and holding him there, Doryenn’s face towards the enemy lines advancing through the haze. The Meggen were running again, in their haste to kill.
“He will!” Doryenn shouted, “He will consume you all!”
“No!” Gawain screamed, “We shall consume him! Watch! Watch and know despair you Dwarfspit vakin traitor! Launch two green!”
“Two green, aye m’lord.”
There were two distinct ripping sounds as the maroons shot into the air high above the chaos of the battle-camp, all eyes not fixed on Gawain and his command staff watching as they erupted, one just after the other, two immense green balls of smoke blossoming overhead. Then all eyes swung to the north, and no-man’s land.
At first, nothing happened. No-one knew what to expect, after all, no-one except Gawain, and even he did not know what might happen when Martan of Tellek lit the cable-rope and ellamas oil fuse in his hole in the ground, just over a mile to the east.
Then, there was a rumbling, felt underfoot before it was heard, and dust seemed to dance and shimmer in the air above the glazed and shining surface of the farak gorin, as though someone had banged a table in a long-abandoned house.
The rumbling became a cracking, and a grating, loud, louder, and then deafening. Splits and cracks appeared in the surface of the far-gor, rushing straight forward due north, then some angling to the northwest and northeast, others racing parallel with the shoreline.
“Watch, you whitebeard bastard!” Gawain screamed, though his voice was barely audible as great billowing clouds of bitchrock-dust began to shoot skyward and cracks became yawning chasms. “Watch as the far-gor consumes them all!”
The rumbling grew louder, the cracks and crevasses grew broader, and as Doryenn screamed in despair, Gawain drew his shortsword and thrust it clean through the traitor’s back, through the wizard’s corrupt and evil heart, and out through the chest. He put his boot on the wizard’s back and shoved, and then stood there, gaping at the destruction unfolding before him, blood dripping from the blade.
The web Martan of Tellek had created was five hundred yards wide and stretched six thousand yards north. But something was happening, something immensely more powerful and dread was taking place before them than even Martan and his old boys could have imagined. Horses squealed, it became difficult to stand, and people began instinctively backing away from the spectacle unfolding before them.
Great cracks continued rushing east and west, the ancient tunnels dug more than a thousand years earlier caving in and collapsing, creating deep though not particularly broad trenches a thousand yards apart. But further out, far beyond the sight of those on shore, much more than that was happening.
Three thousand yards, or three short miles according to Martan’s map and the instructions Gawain had sent to Arramin with Jaxon and Kahla, the main store of barrels of ellamas oil sent by Gan of Elvendere had detonated according to plan. And, as Martan had described, the immense flash had shot through the web of tunnels, igniting other barrels, spreading the flame-front even further, collapsing roofs, triggering the weak points of workings made to fail.
On the surface, the front line of the Meggen were hurrying towards the shore and were a short mile from the central collapse when the lines of the web began subsiding behind them, rushing to swallow them, flaying alive those who fell into the depths of the bitchrock collapse. Not all did, their line was eight hundred yards across and the dwarves’ workings extended only five hundred. But the ancient tunnels running east to west collapsed too, and their length was the length of the farak gorin.
The main body of Morloch’s army, three short miles from the shoreline, fared worse, a good number swallowed by the main chamber when it collapsed. Many too succumbed to a painful death when the web gave way beneath them
But, unseen to all those at the battle-camp, the shockwave and flame-front from the burning ellamas oil hit the tunnel Martan had called ‘the number six run’, and when it did, the roof of that ancient tunnel gave way, hammering the elvish Morgmetal miner’s spike into the already cracked and fragile tunnel floor.
Beneath that floor, very far beneath that floor, ran the source of the mythical River Avongard, flowing since the Teeth were raised, carrying the run-off from the Dragon’s Teeth west towards Goria and south under the ridgeway they knew as the Spine of Elvendere. Countless millennia of erosion, the immense power of what Martan called ‘big water’, carving out a subterranean gorge beneath the farak gorin; a mighty river of water, flowing beneath the land of nothing.
The number six run collapsed the length of the farak gorin, and millions of tons of bitchrock on both sides of the collapse found itself hanging in mid-air above a gorge the likes of which had never been seen on land. Like honeycomb in a glass jar hit by a hammer, the cracks spread, the glass shattered, and an immense sinkhole began to spread, north towards the Teeth, east towards the immense granite plug of what was once a mighty mountain worn now to a nub, and west towards the wilds of Goria. And south, towards the shoreline, stopping a mile or so from the edge.
They felt the collapse in Juria’s Castletown.
The army of the north, eight thousand Meggen, Morlochmen, and whatever dark creatures had been spawned among them, were entirely consumed. Only the sole remaining Graken and its rider survived, and it was last glimpsed fleeing to the west.
 
oOo



 
45. Aftermath
 
When the ground stopped shaking and the clouds of dust settled, Gawain noticed the blood on his shortsword, and stooped to wipe the blade clean on the grubby robes of the D’ith Met traitor Doryenn before sheathing it.
“By the Teeth,” Allazar blinked. “What happened?”
“Martan of Tellek and his friends cut tunnels under the far-gor, a web five hundred yards wide. That’s why I had the marker flags posted. I didn’t expect such a ground-shake though, I didn’t think they dug that deep. Signal Arramin, Allazar, ask him how many we still have to face, and how far. We need to know how much time we have to reform the lines.”
Allazar nodded, and a Dove of Orris sped to the Peak at Tarn.
“That should buy us some time, enough to get organised at least. I expect they’ll come at our flanks. Karn, we’ll need to re-order the wagons, swing them into a V, point at the north, arms southeast and southwest…”
Allazar blinked when Arramin’s message arrived. “It’s gone.”
“What’s gone?” Karn growled.
“That’s all he said. It’s gone.”
“Ask him what’s gone,” Gawain sighed, looking south at the kindred forces hurrying to regain their composure in the camp.
Allazar blinked again, as if dazed, and stared over Gawain’s shoulder to the north.
“What did he say?”
“I asked ‘what’s gone.’ He replied. Everything.”
“What’s that supposed to mean, my lord? Has Tarn been attacked or something?”
“I don’t know Karn, I’m as confused as you,” Gawain confessed.
“Ask ‘im again, Serre wizard.”
“No, ask him something simple, like where is the enemy.”
Allazar nodded, and as the clouds parted from the sun and the afternoon became suddenly brighter, the reply came back.
“IC No NME.”
And then another message came in.
“IC No Far-gor.”
And, finally, a third. “Canyon 8M Wide.”
Gawain swung around, and looked out across the body-strewn no-man’s land and farak gorin, and saw nothing, just the shimmering haze above the glazed brown rock, just as before, though scarred by the deep lines of the web.
“Elayeen?”
“The last darkness we saw flew to the west.”
“Then it could be coming up around us again. We’d best ready the camp. Allazar, send word to Arramin again, to confirm no enemy in sight.”
“I shall.”
“Back to the centre I think. We’ll leave that scum here,” Gawain indicated the traitor’s body, and then turned to the surviving D’ith Met wizard who stood nearby, ashen-faced, clutching his Ulmus heartwood Rod of Aemon as if for comfort. “Corax, isn’t it?”
“Yes, my lord,” the wizard bowed.
Gawain paused, and then nodded. “Thank you.”
 
It took several hours after that to finally understand that the Battle of Far-gor was over, and that Arramin wasn’t insane or hadn’t been supplanted by a traitor posing as the elderly bookworm. In that time, the camp became a little more hopeful, and a lot more organised. Allazar performed the rites for Arras of Narrat, and for Chandarran, his horse-friend, and the men of Raheen wept when it was done, and made a fuss of their own mounts, who’d also felt the pain of loss.
It was well past noon, frak and freenmek were much in evidence, but while everyone remained hopeful that the battle truly was over, there was an air of sadness that was hard to shake off. Too many had been lost, and the bright lights of the rites still being conducted about the field, and at the hospital, were painful reminders of the cost of war.
Gawain sat on the boulder, beneath the flag, paring a slice of frak and keenly aware of Imzenn’s staff lying forlornly on the ground beside him. “I was wrong about Corax.”
“Yes, I was, too,” Allazar agreed. “I’d also suspected him. It seems he had suspected Doryenn from the first, though.”
“You’ve spoken to him?”
“Yes, after the rites for our friend from Raheen. Corax was a year younger than Doryenn, but had a vague recollection of a somewhat serious student at Hallencloister. He found the traitor’s jollity and joviality suspicious, and contrived to keep an eye on him. Doryenn must have been one of Brock’s ‘rogue wizards’, but with the intelligence to infiltrate our ranks rather than strike blindly at civilians in the south.”
“If it really is true, if the enemy are destroyed and the far-gor truly is gone, what will become of him?”
“Corax? I don’t know. With the Hallencloister sealed, what is there for him to do? There are few enough of the D’ith Sek at our disposal, much less any that are trained teachers.”
“There’s Arramin, I suppose.”
“Yes,” Allazar sighed thoughtfully, “There is, at that.”
“Beggin’ yer pardon, yer Majesty,” a familiar voice announced. “Got any beer for a thirsty old rock-knocker?”
“Martan!” Gawain leapt to his feet, “Martan, you old goat!”
The sound of their laughter and happy reunion brought smiles to all who heard it, and hope blossomed further that things might be returning to normal.
“We’ve no beer, alas,” Gawain apologised. “Some black-eyed bastard did for it, and a lot more besides.”
“Aye, so I seen when I came into camp. Made a bit of a mess o’ the bitchrock too, ain’t we?”
Gawain nodded, and smiled. “What’s this ‘we’? I had nothing to do with it.”
“Heh. Not much!”
“It’s all gone, Martan.”
“What ‘as?”
“The bitchrock. Word from Tarn Point, the farak gorin collapsed, from a mile out and beyond sight, gone. Nothing left but a canyon eight miles wide where once there was hard rock and pain. That’s what we’ve been told. That’s why we’re all still here. It’s why we’re all still alive.”
“Well poke me in the eye and call me whitebeard, you’re havin’ a laugh at an old man!”
“No, my friend,” Allazar assured him, “It’s true.”
“Well beggin’ yer pardon, an’ all, Serres, but until I sees that particular trick with these old blobs, I shall remain somewhat sceptical. If’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
Gawain smiled, a little sadly. “I’m with the old blobs. I’ll believe it when I’m standing next to them on the Point, drinking good ale and chewing frak and looking down at the good work eighty-three good men of Threlland managed. Come, sit and eat. You looked tired, but I want to know how it went with you.”
“Nah well, not much to tell, in truth. Got back to me ‘ole with the beer and the cable-rope, laid the fuses, then sat and waited. Didn’t know when yer signal would come, so kept me eyes open. Saw them Morlochs comin’ at you, from the distance, like. Kept me ‘ead down then, watching fer the signal. Could’ve poked me in the eye and called me one-eye when you didn’t send ‘em up then. Kept me ‘ammers ‘andy just in case any o’ them Morlochs came my way, but none did. Then I seen the two green smokes like you said, and that was that. Lit the fuse and put me fingers in me ears. Waited ‘til it seemed safe, and then trudged over.”
“I’m glad you’re here, Martan. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Ah, well, done me ‘eart proud seeing them colours when I got here. ‘Where’s me king,’ says I to the lads down the front. ‘At Gawain’s Rock, under our flag, you daft old goit,’ says they, ‘where else would he be but there, ready to go in any direction as needed.’”
Volunteers arrived and offered to raise the command-post marquee, but Gawain ordered it taken to the rear for the comfort of the wounded, together with the camp beds and any other surviving comforts brought from Ferdan. Streams of messages from Arramin built up a lengthy total saying that aid from Tarn was rushing to the far-gor and would arrive in the morning. When night fell, those who settled in the barren and debris-strewn camp thought they heard the chiming of bells from Tarn, over the moans and cries of the wounded.
The night was long, and Gawain snatched what sleep he could sitting back against the boulder the infantry had named after him, Allazar and Elayeen beside him. Whether anyone really slept after the Battle of Far-gor, no-one could say for certain.
 
Just before sunrise on the tenth day of October, Tyrane, sad and with clothing and dented helm glistening with damp and dew, saluted Gawain, and held out his board of papers.
“The dawn roll, my lord.”
“How many are we?”
“Six hundred and twelve, my lord,” Tyrane’s voice caught in his throat, “Though we may be less by the end of the day. The field hospital… does what it can.”
“And when we left Ferdan?”
“Nine hundred and seventy-five. Nine hundred and seventy-three less Serre Jaxon and his lady. I have made a list of names of the fallen, my lord. They are there, atop the board. There are three hundred and sixty-one names there, my lord.”
“Thank you, Tyrane.”
“My lord.”
“I am going to the shore of the farak gorin, Elayeen. I may be there a while.”
“I will stand with you, G’wain.”
“And I,” Allazar announced, quietly.
“And I, m’lord…”
And so Gawain walked to the shore of the farak gorin, a small but growing group a short and respectful distance behind him. There, he turned to the east, and as the sun rose, he closed his eyes in Remembrance, and all those about him did likewise. A minute or so later he opened them, and holding Tyrane’s papers before him under a grey-blue sky of a new day, he began reading aloud each name on the list of the Fallen, while all those who were fit and able gathered to hear him.
 
Dwarves raised a cairn at the centre of the line. Parts of broken wagons, barrels and crates, broken weapons, jars, saddles, lances, and parts of the Thurmount grappinbow. It grew rapidly, becoming an immense monument to all the kindred who had fallen there. A metalworker from Arrun spoke with Tyrane, and with the help of strong arms of Threlland had the unbroken left limb of the grappinbow mounted at the front of the cairn, and set to work engraving the names of all the Fallen upon it.
Wagons were stripped of their Razorwing defences and the worst-damaged cannibalised to produce working vehicles. Wounded deemed safe to travel by wagon were gently lifted in to them and taken from the field hospital to Tarn.
Rak arrived with an escort of Sarek’s Rangers, and wagons of food and supplies, and fresh linen and bandages for the field hospital. Jaxon and Kahla came with him, and threw themselves into all manner of work in a camp slowly losing its military identity, and becoming more a community dedicated to healing its surviving members, and the making of friendships only the survival of great adversity can forge.
 
When Rak and Gawain had embraced, and the diplomat had cast his sad gaze at the remains of the front line and the monument, bottles of port wine were produced, and it was a large gathering at Gawain’s Rock which drank a quiet toast to friends lost, friends found, and friends made.
“The wizard Arramin and his guard chose to remain at the Point, my brother,” Rak said softly, “To keep an eye open, he said.”
“Was there any trouble in Tarn?”
“No. Your friends Rollaf and Terryn described the Razorwing threat in detail on our journey from Ferdan, and we took precautions as you suggested in your letter, but none came. All Morloch’s might was brought to bear on you and the kindred army gathered here. Us, he ignored completely.”
“We came so close to falling, Rak. All of us.”
“I know. There were many of us gathered on the Peak, my friend. Eryk himself was there. We wept tears of joy when we saw how you stood against their first assault. And tears of helpless rage when the main force began to advance again. Eryk had to be held back, to prevent him rushing down here. The destruction of the farak gorin… surely no eyes have ever beheld such a thing.”
“It’s true then, milord?” Martan of Tellek gasped, bushy brows raised in surprise, “It’s all gone?”
“No, not all of it. We saw the green flares lit and wondered at their meaning, and then saw lines spreading like a web, the enemy falling into them, then longer cracks appeared, racing away to the east and west. Finally, we began to feel the trembling beneath our feet, and heard a distant rumbling, and a gaping maw appeared. I shall never forget the sight of it. It was as though the very world itself swallowed Morloch’s army.
“Out there, a mile or thereabouts, is a sheer cliff, at the bottom of which a half a mile deep is a mighty flow of water which now tumbles and rages over the rocky remains of the roof which once covered it. And about eight miles further north is another cliff, the far side of the canyon, which has yet to be named. It winds, the canyon walls closer to each other in some places, wider in others, and seen from the Point, it disappears from view, far to the west.”
“I believe I’d like these old orbs to see that, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
“Perhaps,” Gawain said softly, “One day we’ll stand on the edge of that cliff, and look down into the mess you and eighty-two other miners of Threlland made.”
“Heh. Not to mention them others, all them years ago.”
“Ah,” Rak suddenly announced, “Master Arramin has asked me to tell you that one of the marks on the drawing you sent with our new friends from Goria is the mark of Thal-Marrahan of Elvendere. He has promised to ascertain the meaning of the others when he can examine our libraries. He’s quite excited, King Eryk has promised him access to the libraries beneath Crownmount.”
Gawain nodded, and smiled. “The old coot deserves a little peace and quiet surrounded by good books.”
“He’ll have that. Eryk is rather taken with Master Arramin, and as a reward for services rendered to Threlland and her kindred allies, has offered him a position, should he wish to take it.”
“Good,” Gawain smiled approvingly, “Very good. There’s another wizard here, too, who I believe was on his way to Threlland when events rather overtook him. He might welcome the opportunity of study there.”
“Any wizard who has your approval,” Allazar muttered, “Must surely be above reproach, and will be welcome anywhere.”
“I don’t recall saying I approved of him any more than I approve of any whitebeard, you bloody whitebeard.”
“Ah.”
“Just that he might welcome the opportunity.”
“Of course.”
“There you are then.”
Rak smiled. “And what will become of the kindred army now, and its commander?”
Gawain shrugged. “For now there seems no need of us. Morloch has nothing to send against us from the north, and there’s no grappinbow built that can bridge an eight mile gap. We’ve already sent long-rangers to recall the men of Threlland from the beacon-watch in the gap there.”
“Is that wise? Did not Morloch have a horde in the west preparing to assail Elvendere?”
“He may have. Or that western horde may have been the one he lost on the far-gor. But no matter. For the same reason the Meggen didn’t risk the Beacon Gap against us, they will likewise avoid it now. And winter is coming. Let the vakin Thallanhall worry about the northern end of their line. It’s time for ours to go home.”
 
Fourteen more names were added to the broken limb of the grappinbow monument in the days that followed the end of the battle, three hundred and seventy-five names of elves, dwarves and men and women of all lands were carefully and reverently engraved there. The rest of the wounded, those not already taken by wagon to the comforts of Threlland, were able enough and anxious enough to wish to make their long journeys home. Plans were drawn up, supplies and provisions assembled, wagons repaired and prepared, and arrangements made. Gawain wished to be sure that all those who journeyed south did so in safety.
It was while these plans were being drawn up that Elayeen, still withdrawn but more herself and far less Eldengaze, spent more and more time with her countrymen and less with Gawain and Allazar, though always close by. The elves were no longer the one-twelve, she had said, her voice tinged with sadness. Seventeen of their number had been killed, most by the Graken-rider’s aerial attack.
And then, on the fifteenth day of October, as the three grappinbows were being towed by their crews towards the southeast in readiness for a long walk home, a rider of the RJC on mid-range patrol raced in with news:
“My lords! A contingent of elves approaches from the west!”
“How many?” Gawain demanded.
“Perhaps twenty, my lord. There is a carriage drawn by four horses, an escort of outriders, and what looks like a wizard with them. I did not approach them, my lord, only observed from a distance before coming to report.”
“Thank you.”
“Elayeen?”
“I don’t know, G’wain. I am surprised any would approach at all, knowing that the army abandoned by the Thallanhall fought and died here. Elves worthy of the name would be too ashamed to come here.”
There was real anger and contempt in her voice, and Gawain was more than a little taken aback. “E, are you all right?” he asked softly.
“I am well. And I am angry. There is only one kind of elf who would leave the forest in a carriage, and only one kind who would dare to venture here within it.”
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46. The Beginning
 
The carriage seemed to float on its springs, and it made good speed over the rock-strewn and undulating terrain towards them.
“Do you trust me?” Elayeen suddenly asked, her voice urgent.
Gawain was astonished. “What? E, what kind of question is that?”
She stared at him, all beauty and all anger, her hazel-green eyes smouldering. “Do you trust me enough to obey me, G’wain, son of Davyd?”
“Yes, though what my father’s name has to do with anything I’m sure I can’t say.”
“Then do nothing. Let me speak. This will not concern the kindred forces. This is a matter for elves, and for me. There is no reason for them to come here but us, and no good reason at all.”
Eyebrows were raised around the command staff. Gawain stared deep into Elayeen’s eyes, remembering all the times he had yearned to do so, and all the times she had pinned him with the Sight. He could see her now, he could really see her again, for the first time since Raheen…
“All right, E,” he whispered.
She nodded, ever so slightly, and turned to Valin and Meeya. “Arangard!”
“Arangard!” Valin cried, and the ninety five survivors of the one-twelve heard the call, and rushed to form a line, on foot, stretching from Gawain’s Rock to the north.
“The kindred shall withdraw, Tyrane,” Gawain said quietly.
“East of the line!” Tyrane called, and those soldiers of the kindred who’d taken positions at the approach of the elven contingent eased back, watchful, but melted away behind the line created by the thalangard.
“And us, my brother?” Rak asked.
“Aye, we stood by you before, my lord,” Karn growled, adjusting his belt. “Not about to bugger off and leave you now.”
Gawain smiled. “Then, friends of Raheen and my lady, here we stand. Though hold your peace, this is my lady’s command. Let no-one speak but her.”
“Aye, my lord.” And the word was passed, quickly, quietly, and urgently.
“Elayeen?”
“G’wain.”
“Our left flank’s a little open, don’t you think?”
She glanced to Gawain’s left and saw Allazar, and then a large clear space towards the south where Gwyn and the other horses of Raheen stood watching the carriage approaching.
“You would stand with us in this?” Elayeen asked softly.
“You may not want me touching you, E, but I’m sure General Karn or any of the others behind you would gladly rap you on the head for asking such a foolish question, should I ask them to.”
“Valin, an suten.”
“Isst, miThalin!” Valin gave the command and every second elf in the line stepped forward and ran to the left, taking up a position beside Allazar and arcing around.
“Thank you, G’wain.”
As the carriage rumbled closer, Gawain could make out an outrider carrying a spear or a lance with a flag streaming from it. “That’s not the emblem of Elvendere, Elayeen, what is it?”
“It is the symbol of the Toorsengard.”
“And they are?”
“The Toorsengard serve at the Toorseneth. They enforce the will of the ToorsenViell.”
“And who by the Teeth are they?”
“You would call them whitebeards.”
“Then let me say this while I may. There’s more than one way to skin a whitebeard, especially when you have a grappinbow. And we still have three.”
More and more of the kindred forces had noticed the elven deployment, and noted the bows held at the ready. Their stance, and the stern appearance of the command staff, was enough to tell them that whoever was approaching in the carriage from Elvendere was not a friend. Word spread quickly, and quietly, and dwarves and men and women silently moved to stand behind their elven comrades. The gesture was not lost on the elves of the kindred, nor on the Toorsengard, slowing as they approached the battle-camp.
The wagon stopped some fifty yards west of Gawain’s Rock and the flag.
“Keeve, of the soolen-Viell!” Gawain spat. “I should’ve killed that ‘spitwad bastard at the foot of Threnderrin Way when I had the chance.”
It was indeed Keeve of the soolen-Viell riding with the Toorsengard, and he dismounted as soon as they did and rushed to open the carriage door, a door bearing the same emblem as the banner held aloft by one of the guardsmen.
The wizened and robed elfwizard who emerged slowly from the wagon was ancient, hunched, wisps of fine long white hair floating on the breezes. He carried a short, stout brown stick, a staff of a kind some two feet long and two inches in diameter, and he clung to it like a drowning man to a straw. His free hand gripped Keeve’s arm as together they began the slow walk towards the elves of the kindred, and Elayeen.
“That is A’knox, of the Toorseneth,” Elayeen announced quietly, her voice filled with more than anger, and the elves in the line stiffened. “The baton he carries is Dymendin, it is the symbol of the ToorsenViell’s authority, and the means by which it is enforced. It was he who commanded no-one speak of my throth to you, G’wain. It was he who commanded the silence which condemned me to faranthroth and death. It was he, doubtless, who commanded Yonas of ‘heth to kill you, when you carried me to safety.”
“Then, my lady, I and the men of Raheen are at your command. Say the word, and we shall not hesitate to destroy that creature.”
“Remember your promise, G’wain. Do not speak. Do nothing.”
Gawain gritted his teeth, and nodded, feeling a familiar anger rising within him.
The Toorsengard adjusted their sword-belts and held their bows at the ready as the procession advanced across the battle-scarred ground. They could feel the tension rising before them, see the rising contempt in expressions on the hundreds of faces glaring at them as the distance closed. And if they expected the banner and symbols of the Toorsengard to cow the ninety-five elves wearing a strange new emblem on their tunics, they were very sadly mistaken.
When the ancient elfwizard was within fifteen yards of the line, Elayeen stepped forward three paces.
A’knox took his bony claw from Keeve’s arm and pushed the junior elfwizard away and behind him, and then transferred the Dymendin baton to his right hand. His face, wrinkled and old beyond reckoning, contorted with undisguised hatred.
“You!” He screamed, spitting bile and pointing a long and filthy fingernail towards Elayeen, “What have you done! What foul disease have you spread within our sacred realm! Thousands of years! Thousands! All the labour! All the planning! All the work! Do you know what you have done, you witless bitch-spawn of an imbecile’s lust! Do you know!”
Gawain trembled, every instinct urging him to stride forward and split the foul and bile-spewing whitebeard in two. The whitebeard, cockleshell lips cracked and flecked with foam, took another two shambling paces forward, the Toorsengard and Keeve following, though nervously.
“Generation upon generation! A hundred of them! Silently we worked, silently we laboured unseen! Diligently weeding out that most cursed and detestable affliction of elden times, expunging it from the children of Elvendom! Breeding out that filthy vestige of a darken age! But then came Hak! Imbecile Hak! Idiot Hak who thought himself a King! Thought himself beyond the mandates of the ToorsenViell and threw himself upon some simpering whore of Minyorn to bring forth you!
“And you! Worthless, witless spawn of a throwback bloodline mired in the filth of ancient peasantry, you in turn hurled yourself at that!” A’knox pointed his trembling finger towards Gawain. “That stumbling buffoon who lurches about the lands with not even a worm’s understanding of the consequences of his deeds! And now! Now! Because of you that vile curse spreads like a plague, from Ostinath towards Elvenheth it travels, striking at random the children of Elvendom! We shall end it, oh we shall end it! The ToorsenViell shall never permit that to infect our people again!”
A’knox took another stride forward, his face twisted with hatred and contempt. His head swung from left to right, ancient eyes hard and arrogant, gazing at the line of outcast elves, the ninety-five, wearing the symbol of the Kindred Army proudly, and all of them, every one of them, staring back, unmoved, unafraid. And angry.
“These vermin outcasts shall never set foot in our sacred realm again! The order has been given and endorsed by Thallanhall!” A’knox shouted, ensuring all heard his decree. “If any should approach within range of our borders, they shall be destroyed! And you, idiot spawn sired of an imbecile father, you have been dead since Faranthroth and dead you are now! You are the seed and source of this plague! It was you who brought it to our lands! And for that, the ToorsenViell orders! Your! Destruction!”
A’knox began to lift the Dymendin baton, his face twisted with hate and the expectation of victory on executing his death sentence. Keeve of the soolen-Viell wore an expression of triumph and blood-lust and stepped forward eagerly, wanting to be closer to the deed.
But the baton seemed to slow on its upward journey, as if suddenly heavier even than the normal weight of so much Dymendin. The Toorsengards’ eyes widened, a look first of alarm and then of horror sweeping over them, and a dark stain began to spread across the front of Keeve’s robes.
Gawain shuddered, and knew that Elayeen had pinned A’knox with the Sight. But when he glanced to his right at the arc of forty-seven elves standing there his spine tingled, and when a glance to his left revealed the forty-eight there, his skin crawled and he finally understood. The ninety-five, every single one of them, had pinned all those before them. Every one of the ninety-five possessed the Sight of the Eldenelves.
Elayeen took a single step forward, and tilted her head to the right a little. “Did you think the treachery of Toorsen would go unforeseen?” and this time, all those gathered at the far-gor within hearing shuddered at the crypt-like quality in her voice, as though some ancient power spoke from the depths of a tomb far beyond the void. “Did you truly believe the Viell could stray so far from the path and that nothing and no-one would notice? The Sight shall be passed to those worthy of it, once more to guard against the shadow. You shall not stop it. Nor shall any of Toorsen’s creed.
“Your light fades, like the wick of a candle long past light and now no more than a smoking thread, foul and reeking. The days of Toorsen shall be ended. Soon shall come the days of the Shimaneth Issilene Merionell, but you shall not see them. Your treachery ends here, and in the ending, begins the new age.”
Without a word of command or any signal, Elayeen and the ninety-five elves of the kindred presented their bows as one, and with a single rustling of clothing drew arrows from quivers and nocked them. The Sight blinked away from all but Elayeen, Valin, and Meeya, who held A’knox pinned while as one the elves drew back the longshafts.
“Elf does not kill elf!” Keeve of the soolen-Viell screamed.
“You are wrong.” Eldengaze announced.
The sound of ninety-six bows loosed as one was like a note plucked on an immense harp, and it lingered in the air even as the arrow-riddled bodies of the Toorsengard and elfwizards fell lifeless to the already blood-stained ground.
Elayeen slung her bow and strode forward, bending to prise the Dymendin baton from the bony grip of the ToorsenViell’s dead hand. She turned to face the throng gathered there, and holding the baton in plain view announced, in her own voice, “This was the sceptre of Toorsen. I claim it now in the name of Raheen, by right, a trophy of war.”
She strode, quickly, to Gawain and Allazar beside him, and handed the baton to the wizard. “Allazar, would you care for this, for me?”
“I shall, my lady,” Allazar blinked, stunned, and took it from her.
“G’wain, please take us away from here? May we go to Tarn? I’m so tired. Of the travelling, and of fighting… I’m tired, G’wain.”
He saw the tears welling in her eyes, and reached out to rest his fingertips lightly over her heart.
“Yes, miheth. We are owed some peace, and rest.”
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