
        
            
                
            
        

    Book 7
Prologue
 
“My single greatest fear was always that Morloch would evade my vengeance, and remain forever beyond the reach of my blade. Until, that is, I saw my lady broken and bleeding on the flagstone floor at Dun Meven, tortured by an elfwizard, beaten and wounded by elves of the Toorseneth. Then, my greatest fear was for her and our unborn child. But that fear only lasted the hour or two until she threw those Dwarfspit bastards into a field of Flagellweed, and after that, my greatest fear was Elvendere running out of Toorsencreed before I got there.”
 
The DarkSlayer, as told to the Bard-Chronicler Lyssa of Callodon







1. Last Ridings
 
Gawain rested his arms on the wooden balustrade running around the platform atop the somewhat rickety watchtower, gingerly at first, and then, satisfied that it really would withstand his weight, with greater conviction. He struck a casual pose, facing the north while Allazar strode towards him across the crown of the hill from the east.
Drifting up from the foot of the hill in that direction came the sounds of construction, the Last Riders of Raheen insistent that a hall suitable for their Crown be built here, here in the great wedge of land that lies between the northern and southern flows of the River Sudenstem at its first forking, and insisting on building it the moment they’d all arrived from Dun Meven.
They had chosen well this place they called ‘Last Ridings’; the soil here was rich and fertile, soft and verdant, covered in good green grass and, a little further off, woodlands expanding away to the east, following the flow of both branches of the mighty river. Good country for horses, as well as for sheep, cattle, and crops. Good country for Riders of Raheen.
The hill, believed to be a relic of Aemon’s age and possibly containing a refuge similar to the long-held secret cavern and stores in the heart of Dun Meven, hadn’t been much to look at from the river when the boats had bumped ashore. Too small for its peak to warrant the construction of anything more substantial than the watchtower whose creaking steps Allazar now took at a measured pace, the wood groaning under his weight.
But from up here, there was a good view to be had of the land all around, the northern branch of the river flowing away to the northeast, rushing a hundred miles or more beyond the horizon before it disappeared into the ground; and the immense main flow of the southern fork which raced all the way to the coast a little below Sudshear, Arrun’s southern capital. To the west, the broad, unbroken Sudenstem, and its source at Lake Arrunmere; and to the south, the open hills and plains of Callodon beyond which lay the Eastbinding Range of mountains.
“Ah, good morning, Longsword,” Allazar sighed, joining his king at the rail, and wisely electing to lean on his ever-present Dymendin staff rather than test the strength of the balustrade any further. “A fine spring day.”
“It is at that. What brings you up here so early in the morning? Still searching for the door into the hill?”
Allazar shrugged. “If there’s a door at all, I shall find it. Eventually. Probably after dark, too, if my intuition about Aemon is correct, though I’ll keep looking in the daylight, as well. How is our lady?”
“Resting. Though how she manages to sleep with all that banging and sawing going on I really don’t know.”
“Well, resting is good. Very good. It was a long and bumpy journey from Dun Meven.”
Gawain sighed, and nodded, casting a rueful gaze to the west before fixing his attention to the north again. “She’s eating well too, and beginning to put on some weight. All the way here she kept mumbling something about scarecrows with sticks for legs each night before she fell asleep. I tell you, Allazar, it’s as well she threw that bastard Oze into those terraces. I would have done a lot worse to the ‘spitsucking whitebeard.”
“As would all those who witnessed the marks of her suffering at the hands of the Toorsencreed. You are not alone in your outrage, be assured of that.”
Gawain nodded, and drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly, allowing the sudden flush of anger to fade. In truth, Elayeen was quickly regaining her strength and her bruises were fading fast. Even her poor broken nose was healing well and straight, thanks to Allazar and to the healers both of Dun Meven and of Arrun. She was, in fact, beginning almost to glow with a strange kind of serenity, and a gentle smile seemed never far from her lips. Except when she was in company with Valin and Meeya, of course, and then the smile, if any, was one of sadness, and great compassion.
“She told me that our child will be born a year from now. Another difference between us and elves I didn’t know about before. So much has happened; I still cannot believe I am to be a father. I have no idea what to do.”
“I rather think that in the matter of the child, you have done quite enough.”
Gawain’s face cracked into a smile. “Yes, yes that’s true. And all trace of Eldengaze has faded now, or so it seems. No longer is my touch prohibited, now that all chance of throth between us is gone forever.”
Allazar nodded, and for a moment his expression was one of profound sorrow. But the moment was short, and he smiled, and drew his staff tighter to his shoulder. “Well. The Orb is as good as destroyed, and the Orbquest disbanded. Ognorm is well on his way to Crownmount with one of the keys to the orb’s chest as proof that Threlland’s honour is restored, and Reesen now serves with our lady’s blessing as Ranger at Dun Meven. Our lady is safe and well and once again by your side, where she belongs. Now you may both commence to building a life and a home together, here in Last Ridings.”
Gawain eyed the northern horizon and said nothing.
“I have always found your silences somewhat disconcerting,” Allazar sighed. “Is there something I should know?”
Gawain flicked a disparaging gaze at the wizard. “Apart from more entries for your book, you mean?”
“No,” Allazar conferred two syllables on the word and then sniffed haughtily. “Those creatures described to us which were destroyed atop Croptop Hill in Mornland bore no resemblance to any contained in the ancient repository of knowledge gifted me by the circles in your father’s hall. And miraculous indeed was the destruction of those creatures, without a wizard present to lend white fire to the proceedings.” He paused, and sighed, shaking his head, and then announced softly in a voice tinged with astonishment:
“Our lady and her companions have done more to cement the reputation of the Kindred Rangers in the hearts and minds of the world than anything we ourselves could have imagined, much less done.”
Gawain’s expression shifted to one of immense awe and pride. “Yes. Ranger Leeny, Queen of Raheen…” But then his eyes clouded. “Hunted almost to extinction by a Toorseneth bent on the utter destruction of the family Varan. They cannot begin to move against Thal-Hak and Gan until and unless Elayeen and our child are no more. How much peace d’you think she and I will be able to enjoy here, Allazar, with enemies such as those ranged against us? Not to mention their spies and assassins.”
“Bah,” Allazar sniffed again.
“Bah?” Gawain was amazed. “They risked war with Callodon to kill her, and would have succeeded but for Oze and his lust for the power which our hidden Dymendin sceptre would have given him!”
“True,” the wizard agreed cheerfully, “But those facts are now well-known. Word has already travelled the length of the Sudenstem with Ognorm and those of Sarek’s Rangers who are escorting him back to Crownmount. From Sudshear it’ll spread north quickly, arriving in Mornland’s Princetown Harbour at the same time Ognorm’s ship docks there. Thence, up the River Shasstin clear to Threlland. That word is already in Callodon, at Harks Hearth and beyond, and by now on its way to Hellin’s Hall in Juria from whence it will spread further still.
“More than this,” Allazar raised a happy finger to emphasise his point, “Quite apart from the treachery of Toorsencreed, word of Ranger Leeny and what she and her two companions accomplished in Mornland and in Arrun will also have spread the length and breadth of the lands. Now tell me, if you were a spy or an assassin and hearing in every inn and tavern and marketplace the tales of Croptop Hill, the Battle of Fallowmead, the pursuit of Pelliman Goth, and the Battle of Dun Meven, would you wish to expose yourself to risk in a venture against the very lady all speak of with such awe, and with such high honour, and yes, in many places, with such love?”
“Probably not,” Gawain conceded, frowning a little.
“Hence my ‘bah’ to you on this fine spring morning. Elayeen has done far more than any of us could have hoped where the Kindred Rangers are concerned. Any attempt now at tarnishing the character or honour of those Sighted elves serving the emblem of the Kindred Army will be seen as nothing but the crude machinations of a corrupt enemy. No-one, not even those who dwell in the Toorseneth, can possibly hope to discredit the rangers in the eyes of all good people south of the Teeth. Only a fool would dare now impugn the honour of a ranger. We have seen the last of Toorsencreed east of Elvendere, for some considerable time to come. Such is my considered opinion.”
Gawain shook his head, but slowly, and thoughtfully. “Even if you’re right, and the denizens of the tower at Ostinath remain within its walls or behind the tree line, the Toorseneth is not the only enemy we face. Pelliman Goth escaped, and with him into the west likely went word of the rangers. It’s true that E, and Meeya and Valin, too, have made the rangers safe from the kind of criticism I myself levelled at Elvendere. But they’ve also placed a heavy burden of duty on the ninety-five, all of whom will now be obliged to live up to the standards Elayeen has set. The ninety-five may well be targets now not just for Morloch, but for the enemy fresh-made that lies further west of the great forest.”
“Longsword, Morloch may very well bear a grudge and nurture it for a very long time, but I rather think, from what we learned from Imperator Berek, the Goth-lords new arisen in Goria have quite enough on their plates without venturing this far east in search of a handful of elves, and certainly not for something as petty as simple spite. Those who aided Pelliman Goth’s escape were destroyed at Dun Meven. Word of that, too, will have spread in all directions, possibly even into the Empire, who can say?”
“With tension rising in the Jarn Gap and along the River Ostern, it may not be long before we find out. You heard the reports from Iven at Harks Hearth of increased activity there just as I did. If Brock can’t keep the Ostern secure, and with Toorsencreed working with the Goth-lords near Elvendere’s western border, it won’t take long for the darkness in the west to realise how poor our defences truly are. We were lucky at Far-gor, but there’s no web of tunnels waiting to be brought down by trusty old Threlland miners over there at Jarn.”
Allazar frowned. “Here was I offering you a moment’s hope, and peace with your lady. And all the time here you are, feeding your imagination with unfounded worries and the prospect of another war.”
“Not quite, you idle whitebeard. Here am I with a new basket of worms, thanks entirely to my lady,” Gawain sighed. “If only she’d stayed safe in Tarn as she was supposed to, we’d still be trundling happily up the plains of Juria trying desperately to correct Reesen’s pronunciation and to get him to stop saying things like ‘Arr mate, ‘orse-blanky’.”
“And there’d yet be a Goth-lord with a small army of Meggen on the loose here in Arrun.”
“Aye, well,” Gawain sighed, “That too, and there’s a worm that’s been jostling others for my attention since we heard the tales ourselves.”
“Longsword, we have journeyed far, and endured much. So too has our lady. Now, we are here, in Last Ridings, where it is her hope to bring into this world your son. The ancient prohibition which kept your hand from hers is lifted, the she-wizard of old banished back into the mists of myth from whence she came. Can you not, for Elayeen’s sake if not for your own, be at peace, here, with her?”
Gawain shrugged. “Not with all that banging going on down there. I think Wex has it in mind to build an impregnable Keep, not a simple long-house.”
“I was being serious.”
“I know. And of course there’s probably a grain of truth or reason to be found somewhere in your prattling if I can be bothered to look for it…”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. And yes, after the year we’ve all endured it would be good to rest here. To build, here. Maeve’s child will arrive soon too, and there’ll be those celebrations to look forward to. I know E is anxious for Maeve already, though they’ve only just met. But it’s difficult for me, Allazar. Difficult to let go. So much of what we’ve learned of Elayeen’s journey and adventures since leaving Tarn doesn’t make sense, and you know me and worms.”
“Alas.”
“It’s why I came up here. At least up here, alone and distant, I can scratch my head and ponder without worrying Elayeen. Besides, it’s difficult to think of anything remotely complicated when I’m down there, with her. She has a habit of stealing my wits along with my breath.”
Allazar smiled. “Which is, of course, as it should be.”
“Yes. But…” Gawain sighed, and stared again at the northern horizon.
“But?”
“Half of me wants to leap on Gwyn’s back, ride for Elvendere and the Morrentill, and slaughter everything that moves in Ostinath. The other half of me wants nothing more than to remain no further than a hair’s breadth from Elayeen for the rest of my days.”
“I humbly advise the latter course, and not simply because our lady’s brother Gan was, when last we saw him, stationed near the Toorseneth. It would not do to mistake him for the enemy in your blood-curdling rage.”
Gawain grimaced, and nodded, and then slapped the balustrade in frustration. “The most alarming thing is that there seems to be another goodly part of me over and above the two halves, a part which frets over the new additions to my box of squirming hints and portents. I’d thought I’d gotten rid of most them after Far-gor, but now there’s more than ever. I know it doesn’t add up, but…” Gawain let out a huge sigh of frustration before continuing, the wizard waiting attentively.
“Lately, Allazar, I can’t help thinking of Rider Arras, and his grandmother, Magistra Wenda. She once asked: If you have half an apple, and half an apple, and a quarter of an apple, what do you have? Though it makes me smile to think my brother would have answered a hunt for the thief who stole three quarters of an apple, today I just keep wondering how many parts this world will tear me into before there’s nothing left of me at all.”
They shared a small silence then, both of them lost in thought, watching great lakes of light chasing each other across the panorama before them, fluffy white clouds scudding overhead.
“The world is changing,” Allazar sighed, his voice filled with a sudden melancholy that was in stark contrast to the good humour with which he’d greeted Gawain earlier.
For his part, Gawain recognised the abrupt shift in the wizard’s mood, and felt a little guilty. It was, after all, a fine spring day. “You said that before, as I recall. On a barge, on Arramin’s beloved great water road.”
“Yes, yes I did. Your memory of such details often surprises me.”
“It seems like such a long time ago now. The Canal of Thal-Marrahan. A relic of a lost age of reason. Or rather an age of reason stolen by those who cling to some bizarre and fanciful delusion. A balance between light and shadow? Vakin imbeciles.”
“Beliefs can be very powerful things, Longsword, do not underestimate them. They were the means by which the Ramoth almost held these lands in thrall, after all.”
Gawain sniffed. “Anyone who believes there must be balance between light and shadow never crawled beneath the Teeth and gazed down into the great chasm there. Trust me when I say that apart from the pinprick of light from Martan’s lamp, it was all dark. Mile after endless mile of it.”
“With the great river gorge now gaping where once the farak gorin covered the ancient flow, I doubt very much that anyone from south of the Teeth without wings to carry them there will rest as you and Martan once did upon that other brink, and look down into the rift Morloch’s insanity somehow managed to traverse.”
“True. All the more reason to look to the west, I suppose. But I don’t trust him, Allazar, I could throw Gwyn further than I’ll ever trust Morloch, and I refuse to believe that he remains forever beyond my reach, or is as weak as others might now pronounce him to be.”
Allazar smiled a sad smile, took a deep breath of crisp morning air, and straightened. “Beliefs are powerful things, as I said, Longsword, and so is a refusal to believe. But speaking of lost ages of reason reminds me of another bygone era and my current quest to find a way into this hill. With your permission, I shall leave you to your worms while I hunt for something a little larger.”
Gawain nodded, and called after the wizard over the creaking of the stairs. “And leave those poor rabbits alone, you’ve already had your breakfast.”
He saw Allazar raise a hand in acknowledgement as the wizard disappeared from view, and chuckled quietly at the rude gesture glimpsed before the wizard’s hand too sank from sight below the platform. Moments later, Allazar strode briefly into view heading east, and then was gone.
The sun warmed his face, and he closed his eyes, a late remembrance for all The Fallen. There were so many now, so many ghosts of friends and strangers. If he tried hard, he could almost imagine himself up on the Keep, back home, with the old one-eyed soldier standing quietly and reverently beside him. But the sounds of construction and the distant but insistent rushing of the Sudenstem’s waters intruded, and drew him out of the moment and back to the watchtower atop the rather grandly-named ‘Crown Peak’.
Gawain smiled as he opened his eyes. It had been Reef, once of Bernside, who’d named the small hill when Gawain had ordered the building of the watchtower. The men had grinned, and he’d not had the heart to gainsay them in the matter of its naming. Now that Elayeen had made the decision to build a home here, in Last Ridings, in preparation for the coming of the new Prince of Raheen, the men remained resplendent in the Red and Gold which they now refused to hide. They were now, as Gawain had quietly acknowledged, the Crown’s Guard.
He drew in a breath, and walked around the small platform, taking in the panorama around him. The men really had chosen well. The place was protected on three sides by the fast-flowing river, and the small forest away to the east served as a natural barrier as well as providing for building materials, fuel, and game.
It was not ideal, of course, and he had the ghost of Captain Hass to thank for the observation that those natural defences might also serve to hem them all in, should they find themselves besieged. Here, there was no One Thousand ready to be deployed at the first sight of a warning beacon. Here there was just Gawain, his queen, his wizard, the last five Riders of Raheen, and a few of the friends they had gathered along the way.
However, the settlement out of sight at the foot of the hill had been taking shape for some time before Gawain’s arrival, and had about it an air of frontier determination, the last survivors of Raheen intent upon making a home for themselves when first the news of their land’s destruction had reached them two years ago. Now, they were building a home for their king and his lady. Nor was there any shortage of cheerful Arrunfolk and Callodonians ready and willing to help in the construction, all of them from West Forkings, a sprawling mess of a river town spread out ten miles or so to the west of where Gawain now stood watch.
Technically, West Forkings was in Callodon, it being on the southern bank of the main flow of the Sudenstem, but those who dwelled there seemed to regard themselves as Arrunmen of the Southshearings, and their wool was on the registers of Sudshear when the time came to take the bales to market. Gawain had glimpsed the town from the deck of the boat carrying them downstream on their journey from Dun Meven, and Wex had described a lively place where livings were made from the river and fishing, the raising of sheep, and farming. Most all the trades of Arrun and Callodon were to be found there, including those currently being employed in the construction of Raheen’s Hall, another grandiose name for what was really a rather rustic long-house Wex insisted must be built.
Gawain shook his head, sadly, and continued his thoughtful perambulation around the platform atop the watchtower. Raheen was long gone, and the memories of the land which yet lived on in the hearts and minds of those survivors who had been raised there, or those who had visited before its destruction, were doubtless becoming now far rosier than reality ever had been. The long-house below would be built, and styled in all the traditions of Raheen, but even the Last Riders helping to build it knew, though would never admit, that it could never really be anything more than a symbol of a heritage lost for all time, and doomed ultimately to fade further with the passing of the years. They were, after all, merely guests in a foreign land, welcome guests it was true, but it was Arrun’s soil they were building on.
Gawain’s rage at the destruction of all he held dear would never fade as other memories of Raheen might, but much had happened in his young life, and now his seed had been sown, another young life was expected. It seemed to change him, inside. It seemed to allow him to begin to accept the fact of Raheen’s destruction without the overwhelming urge to charge north and smash his way through the Teeth to Morloch; it seemed gently to force him to accept that he had other responsibilities, now.
A familiar whinnying cut through the sounds of construction from the east, drawing Gawain’s attention immediately, and he smiled, all trace of melancholy gone in an instant, and he waited for Gwyn to crest the peak. When the great Raheen charger trotted gaily into view, Gawain folded his arms, and forced the smile away to replace it with what he hoped was an expression of regal disapproval; Gwyn was unsaddled and unbridled, and seated upon her bare back clutching a handful of fine blonde mane, was a glowing, fresh-faced and serene-looking Elayeen.
Her hair was still something of a mess, neatly trimmed, yes, but still blotched with faded dye, and she was still much thinner than when she had left Tarn in the winter, yet still Gawain had to fight hard to maintain his stern appearance as the mighty horse slowed to a halt out of sight at the foot of the watchtower. In no time at all, Elayeen had leapt nimbly to the ground, and the sound of her booted and dainty feet dancing up the creaking steps barely carried over the groaning of the wood.
“Egrith miheth,” she announced breathlessly, radiant and smiling happily.
“Me too,” Gawain replied, “Though charging bare-back up the hill on Gwyn is hardly the way I’d expect to be greeted by my expectant heart this fine spring morning. You know I’ll have to put a stop to that kind of thing in three months from now. It’s Raheen tradition.”
“Bah,” she grinned, and slipped into his embrace, and kissed him.
“Bah me no bahs, I’ve had enough of them from a certain annoying whitebeard already this morning. Did you sleep well?”
“Yes,” she ran her fingers through his hair, smiled happily, and then turned in his arms to face outward towards the verdant land before them, pulling his arms around her and holding them tightly. “And you, miheth?”
“Not really,” Gawain admitted. “I kept waking up. You were restless in your sleep, as though you were dreaming.”
“I am sorry. I don’t remember any unpleasant dreams.”
He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I soon fell asleep again, listening to the gentle sound of your breathing.”
“What did you do or say to deserve a ‘bah’ from wizard Allazar?”
“I can’t remember.”
“Oh. Am I then to understand from your sudden lack of recall that the two of you were talking about me?”
“No, not really. Well, perhaps, in a roundabout fashion.”
There was a long pause, Elayeen gently stroking the fine hairs on Gawain’s arm while she watched a flock of pigeons circling above the trees to the east. There was still a hint of colour about his forearms and hands, she noted, fading remnants of the bright redness inflicted by the Shadow of Calhaneth. At least now the unnerving numbness Gawain had described had finally faded, leaving nothing but the occasional tingling of nerves like pins and needles in his fingertips. Or so he’d said.
“If you must know,” Gawain sighed, “I asked our beardless stickwiggler what chance he thought we might have of finding peace here, given all the enemies ranged against us. He felt my concerns exaggerated.”
“Did he allay your fears?”
“Not entirely.”
Elayeen nodded, and leaned back into Gawain’s chest. “They are spiteful, but not stupid, I think.”
“Who? The Toorseneth?”
She nodded. “And Morloch. Lord Rak believes him become a parody of his former self, his influence diminished, the dark lord faded and trapped once again beyond the Teeth. But Morloch will not forgive your vexing him, G’wain. Never will he forgive you the destruction of his army at Far-gor, and the ruin of all his plans for invasion.”
“And the Toorseneth?”
It was Elayeen’s turn to give a slight shrug.
“They will work quietly towards their own ends, as ever. My father and our people will likely learn nothing of events at Dun Meven, and will remain ignorant of the Toorseneth’s treachery at Calhaneth. For now. But the ToorsenViell will chafe at the loss of the sceptre, and the destruction of Oze. And they will wonder, too, about the Merionell, and the ancient prophecies of Minyorn. They will, I think, be circumspect, and disinclined now to risk conflict with Callodon or Juria by mounting another expedition such as that which Oze led against Dun Meven.”
“And their spies and assassins, E, what of them?”
“We shall remain watchful, mihoth, I more so than all others, even more than our new Guard, who take their duties so very seriously.”
“They are Riders of Raheen, miheth, and now the Crown’s Guard. You should expect nothing less of them. Please don’t ask them to do anything they do any differently, it would offend their honour to think that you feel you don’t need the constancy of their attention.”
“I will try not to offend against their honour or yours.”
Gawain kissed the top of her head. “I know. And that’s why you’ll stop riding horses in three months. Or perhaps four, given your elven nature.”
“We may need to discuss such things as Raheen’s prohibitions nearer the time, mihoth,” Elayeen said sweetly, “But for now, neither I nor our son are in any danger.”
“Hmm.” Gawain kissed her head again, and hugged her a little tighter.
“There are so many questions you haven’t asked me, G’wain.”
“Thousands.”
“I know. And I am grateful that you have given me such peace, and such quiet support, especially during our journey from Dun Meven while Meeya told of our adventures south of Tarn.”
“I suspect you have more than a few questions for me too. But for now, I’ve decided it’s enough simply to be with you. We’ve both endured much since Far-gor, and for a long time before that. There’ll be time enough for questions and answers when all that banging and sawing is ended and we’re living in our own hall.”
“Yes. Our own home. I hope wizard Allazar soon finds the door into the hill, I want a fortress as well as a home for our son to grow up in.”
Gawain shivered, in spite of Elayeen’s warmth in his arms.
“I will tell you one thing, E, where my impending fatherhood is concerned?”
“What is it?”
“I am terrified.”
“So am I,” Elayeen whispered, and turned in his arms, and kissed him desperately.
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2. A Proper Officer
 
A week later, Gawain was standing beside Allazar, the wizard propped on his staff and the young king with his arms folded as usual, watching the comings and goings over at the fresh-built long-house.
“Work on the new Hall of Raheen is almost complete,” Gawain sighed. “Though why they’re rushing so to finish it, I do not know. The tent has been quite comfortable for Elayeen and I, and could easily remain so for however long it takes.”
“Yet a tent is hardly kingly accommodation, Longsword, and certainly not while your people here have pleasant cottages for their homes. And I think your new Guard will be happier when all the artisans and labourers have returned to West Forkings, leaving only well-known and trusted folk dwelling hereabouts.”
“Perhaps. But I’m keeping well clear of it all. Elayeen would’ve had me choosing furnishings and discussing fabrics and their colours, had I not succeeded in escaping by making the excuse of needing to chide you.”
“Me?” Allazar squeaked in meek protest. “What have I done?”
“Other than your week-long failure to discover a passage into the hill, you mean? Anyway, consider yourself chided. I’ve half a mind to send for Martan and his good old boys to dig a way in to that hill. It’d probably only take them a day to whittle a passage in, and carve out a kingly cavern inside to boot.”
The wizard nodded. “Were it only the map and the beliefs which Curator Dannis bequeathed to our lady, I might also be inclined to dismiss the theory of scattered hills containing secret hideaways made in Aemon’s time. But the mystic and ancient map on the wall of the cavern of Dun Meven is all the proof I need that there is indeed, or at least there once was, a doorway into Crown Peak. The point of light on the wall at Dun Meven which clearly marked this place shone brightly. It must be here, somewhere.”
Gawain sniffed. “Crown Peak. Can you imagine Eryk of Threlland’s laughter if he ever travels here to see it? He’d probably blink, grin, and then ask if we’ve trouble with moles beneath our lawn.”
Movement caught Gawain’s eye, Meeya descending the hill on horseback. She had been on watch half the night, and now, at mid-morning, was handing that watch to her husband, Valin.
“He still looks pale,” Gawain remarked, over a short burst of hammering from within the hall some thirty yards away from where he and Allazar were leaning back against one of the temporary huts dotted about the place.
“Yes. It’s good that he’s up and about, though, and has something of importance to occupy his waking hours. He is lucky to be alive, and the loss of his left arm has affected him greatly. He is become a thalangard elf and Kindred Ranger who can no longer shoot a bow, and there is no knowing how deep the scars of such a wound will run.”
“Elayeen has told me he was a Cincturion. Apparently the Cincture is the highest honour awarded to a thalangard officer, a belt of green inlaid with gold and silver, bearing the emblem of the crown of Elvendere on a jewelled buckle. She said he took it off and never wore it again, the day the treacherous Toorsencreed thalangard Yonas shot me in the back.”
“He is a proud and honourable fellow, Longsword. Such treachery displayed by one of the ‘gards in his command, and at the bidding of the Toorseneth, would have wounded his honour as grievously as the Spikebulb of Tansee wounded his arm.”
Gawain watched Valin riding slowly up the hill to the unseen watchtower, and saw Meeya marking his progress too, catching a fleeting glimpse of the love and sorrow on her face before she turned and strode towards the marquee which served as Gawain’s and Elayeen’s temporary home. Elayeen was still within, sheltering from the sun and choosing fabrics for wall-hangings.
“I misjudged them,” he said softly, “Both of them.”
“Misjudged them? Misjudged who?” Allazar blinked in the sunshine.
“Yes,” Gawain sighed, “Meeya and Valin. I’ve always regarded them with suspicion, ever since the Barak-nor, do you remember? It was where Meeya confessed that elfwizards of the Toorseneth had given them orders to kill me, when Gan sent them to Threlland for news of Elayeen. Aah Allazar, those vakin ToorsenViell!” Gawain spat with sudden anger, “It would never have occurred to those arrogant ‘spitsucking whitebeards that an elf of Valin’s honour would have despised such an order, and refused it, nor that the lady of such an elf would likewise be disgusted by the command. But I let my anger blind me, there in the Barak-nor, to the love they have for Elayeen, and I allowed that anger and prejudice to keep alive my suspicion of them both. They had every reason to fear and distrust me, too, I whose ignorance of throth condemned their childhood friend to agony and death, and who stole her away like a thief to a land they believed enemy.”
Allazar said nothing, but gave the slightest nod of agreement.
“Well. Ranger Meeya is now with my lady, and with her Sighted eyes though tired better able to watch over Elayeen than my own foolish ones, I think I’ll take a wander up to the watchtower.”
“A good idea. I’ve plenty of work of my own to attend to, unless you’d like my company?”
“No, not for this task. Besides, you haven’t found the bloody door into that hill yet.”
Allazar sniffed. “I still believe darkness will serve me better in the hunt for the portal. The light of Aemon from the White Staff of Raheen ought to serve well in the search for a door of Aemon’s making.”
“There was a blind man in Mereton I observed while we were waiting for the boat, who with a small white stick was tapping his way safely around the crates, bales, barrels and ropes scattered all along the dockside. I remember thinking his white stick served him quite as well as yours has served me. Now I’m wondering if his wouldn’t serve you better.”
And with that, Gawain strode off, smiling at the mock despair on Allazar’s face. He elected to walk up to the summit of the hill, rather summon Gwyn, the Raheen mare standing quietly munching grass with the other Riders’ mounts in the verdant expanse to the south of the new-built long-house. Besides, the exercise was good, it was a warm sunny day, and as yet he hadn’t a clue what he was going to say to the elf ranger who, together with Meeya, had kept Elayeen safe on her long journey from Tarn.
He is a very proper officer, Elayeen had told him, and he always will be.
That proper officer spotted Gawain the moment he crested the hilltop, and was waiting at attention when his king mounted the steps to the watchtower’s platform.
“Ranger Valin,” Gawain announced, and took a position about a foot away from the elf.
“MiThal,” was the very formal reply. The voice was strong, in spite of the elf’s wan complexion. The healers had done well for Valin, but the shock of his loss was still a great deal to bear.
“Another sparkling day. You can see for miles up here on a day like this.”
“There are no adverse reports, miThal,” Valin announced, and turned his gaze out to the horizon once again.
“You do know that you and Ranger Meeya don’t need always to be on watch, alternating as you do. There are others ready, willing, and able to stand here.”
“We know, miThal. But our eyes see what others cannot.”
“True. It’s why I and Thalin-Elayeen allowed Ranger Reesen to remain at Dun Meven. He’ll serve well there, I think, and his Sight has a much greater range from the top of that great hill than any of us here on this small one.”
“His request to remain made good sense, miThal. Dun Meven is important, I believe.”
Gawain nodded. “Yes, it’s strategically important for many reasons. You should know, Valin, I am aware now of the reason why my lady chose Reesen of ‘Heth to escort me on the quest for the Orb.”
“MiThalin’s decision in respect of your escort to Calhaneth made good sense, too.”
“Yes, I suppose it did at that. It also made for some interesting moments along the way. Perhaps one day I or Reesen will tell of them. If all Rangers of the Kindred are as honourable as those who escorted my lady and I on our respective journeys, then the lands south of the Teeth are well and nobly served.”
“It is good of you so to say, miThal.”
Gawain drew in a breath, and folded his arms, flexing his shoulders to shift the strap holding the weight of the sword on his back. “Of course, it doesn’t hurt that Dun Meven is only four days ride or thereabouts from Harks Hearth. Nor that Ranger Reesen will doubtless patrol the region frequently rather than simply remaining static atop the hill. I’m sure he’ll call in to Harks Hearth often, to confer with Ranger Kern, and perhaps to visit The Chattering Magpie.”
“MiThal?”
Gawain smiled. “On our journey to Calhaneth, we were obliged to pause awhile at Harks Hearth. There’s a young bard and balladeer to be found there, entertaining at the inn of The Chattering Magpie. She is pretty, and Ranger Reesen seemed enchanted by her, though perhaps he thought none of us would notice.”
Valin’s professional deadpan cracked for a moment, the flicker of a smile and a hint of the immense and sudden happiness he felt for his childhood friend breaking through his guard, and then his expression was stone again, pale and wan in the sunshine.
“I am glad, miThal,” he said. “It did not go well with any of us, before we took the Morrentill out of Elvendere. It had not gone well with Reesen for a long time before that.”
“From the time I took Elayeen from Faranthroth.”
Valin gave a slight nod.
“Well then, I hope Reesen is able to find happiness as well as a new home here in these eastern lands. And that hope is one I hold in earnest for all of the ninety-five.”
Valin made no response, other than to swing his gaze in a slow arc from the north, westward around to south, and back again. Then he flicked a quick gaze past Gawain to the east. It was clear that the elf favoured all points west as the likely direction from whence any threat might come.
“What happened in Elvendere, Valin? Before I and Elayeen and the others arrived in Ostinath along the canal, before we landed in the shadow of the Toorseneth? They must have known we were coming, for you and the rest of the one-twelve were there waiting for us with Gan-thal.”
“Those of the ‘gard who remained loyal to Thalin-Elayeen were rounded up and held in a camp, in Ostinath, as soon as Thallanhall had ejected the Kings’ Council from Shiyanath. It would not have been difficult for the Toorseneth to identify us all. They have their spies everywhere, even here in the east. We were held there for quite some time by Toorsengard. There is little else to say on the subject, miThal.”
Gawain nodded, and doubted that the taciturn officer would expand upon his account of those events, even if pressed. Elayeen had said that it would be easier to squeeze blood from a stone than information from a thalangard officer, and while Gawain suspected a wizard of Allazar’s powers might be able to do both, he wasn’t so desperate as to pry into events which had been withheld even from Elayeen.
“And those elves to whom the Sight has been passed? Friends and families of the rangers?”
“You need have no fear for them, miThal. Most are yet in Minyorn, and will understand well the need for caution where the Sight and the Toorseneth’s agents are concerned. And… you need have no fear for me. MiThal.”
There was an uncomfortable silence, and then Gawain drew in a breath.
“I do not know elven protocols, and that is my failing and no-one else’s. But since Elvendere is denied to us all as surely as Raheen is gone, I’m unlikely to give much thought and even less time to the learning of them. But you were once Cincturion Thalangard of ‘Heth and ‘Hall, and as such, you are still highly regarded by all the rangers of the ninety-five. And also by me. I misjudged you, Ranger Valin, and your lady, and that too is my failing.
“But since I am the nominal commander of what was the Kindred Army, and the man to whom all Kindred Rangers report, including you and Meeya, it is my prerogative to address you as I wish, and to fear for you as I wish. I am sorry, Valin, that you and Meeya should have laboured so long in the shadow of my doubts and mistrust. Especially given the trials and tribulations you and she endured of late, keeping my lady safe on the journey from Tarn. I don’t doubt that had you been able to bring your own judgement to bear, you would have changed the course of her path to a much safer route.
“I have no intention of embarrassing you any further than I may have already, but I will say this. I would have my son learn all there is to learn of Raheen, and he shall do so, from me, and from those last Riders yet living. And I would have him learn all there is to learn of Elvendere, and he shall do so, from his mother, and from her friends Valin and Meeya. I do not know what his future might hold. But I do know that if he learns well his lessons from you, he’ll meet that future with a heart filled with honour, and with a spirit of steel forged in the fires of nobility. You are needed, Ranger Valin, and not simply for the Sight of your eldeneyes. You are needed.”
Gawain expected no reply, and so straightened his tunic, and made to turn towards the steps. But Valin surprised him.
“MiThal…”
Gawain turned to face the tall and pale elf, whose empty sleeve though pinned to his tunic by the cuff flapped a little in the stiffer breezes from the east. He saw the professional deadpan expression melt away, leaving a profound mixture of pride, gratitude, and perhaps a little alarmingly, sorrow. Sorrow for Gawain.
Valin appeared to be waging some internal struggle, as if on the brink of uttering a solemn vow, or revealing a dread secret. Then calm was restored, and instead, he simply said “Vex, miThal!” and snapped his fist smartly up to the emblem over his heart, above the cuff of the empty sleeve.
Gawain nodded, and returned the salute, uttering a quiet ‘Vex’ by way of reply, before turning and leaving the elf alone with his duty atop the watchtower.
On his walk back down the hill, he couldn’t help wondering at the sorrow in Valin’s eyes, and what the words might have been which the elf fought so hard against speaking.
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3. May 18th
 
The following morning, Gawain rose early, kissed Elayeen and announced softly that he was taking Gwyn for a ride through the woodlands to the east of the settlement. She smiled a sleepy smile, nodded, and promptly went back to sleep, curling up into a ball beneath the covers while Gawain dressed as quietly as he could. Outside the tent in the crisp pre-dawn light he paused to secure the longsword in its customary position, and shot a meaningful gaze and whispered a quiet ‘Hai, Gwyn’ towards the large grassy expanse off to the south.
There were, he knew, at least three pairs of eyes quietly watching while he saddled his horse-friend, and he gave a hand-signal for the benefit of their owners, indicating his intentions. Gwyn padded quietly away from the marquee, moving carefully at first, and then quickening her pace, ears pricked forward.
He rode along the wide and well-beaten track flanked at first by the neatly-spaced wood-built cottages, stables, huts and storehouses that formed the settlement, and then past vegetable gardens and tilled plots before the furrows of agriculture gave way to open land for almost two miles on the approach to the tree line. There, he kept to the track, avoiding the tree-stumps stretching away to either side where the forest had been cut back for construction and fuel.
These woodlands were no Calhaneth, plagued by a shadow-creature making mould of living things. Here, the forest teemed with life, and much of it was beginning to stir, and commencing preparations for the raucous din of the dawn chorus. Gawain grinned, and gave Gwyn her head, leaning forward as the mighty horse ran, her breath pluming and snorting with joy.
By the time the trees thinned and the track faded, the sun had been up for well over an hour, and when Gwyn finally slowed from a canter to a walk, the track had all but disappeared, smaller trails leading in all directions across an undulating landscape of wild grasses and shrubs. Those trails told a tale, and spoke of Riders of Raheen, like Gawain, escaping for a few hours the settlement and succumbing to the joy of thundering hooves and the run through the trees.
The soil was slightly poorer here, the northern and southern flows of the Sudenstem spread further apart as the wedge of land expanded. Good for sheep and goats though, Gawain knew, and wondered again at the courage and resolve of his lady and her friends, who had spent months in such a landscape. He still didn’t understand why Elayeen had abandoned the safety of Tarn, and hadn’t pressed for an answer to that particular question yet. The explanation Meeya had given concerning drawing enemies away from friends was a noble enough reason in itself, of course, but to Gawain’s ears it seemed to have a slightly hollow ring and he knew there was far more to Elayeen’s decision than had been articulated as yet.
Too many questions, too many loose ends, too many explanations missing. He’d felt that to have asked them on the journey from Dun Meven would’ve been like a child continually asking ‘Why?’ until the only answer its poor frustrated parents have left is an angry ‘Because!’
Well, Elayeen was stronger now, and the need for answers was growing stronger too. Gawain dismounted, unsaddled Gwyn, and set to his duty, rubbing her down beside a spring, noting all around them other hoofprints where other riders had paused here to do likewise since the settlement had been founded. He wondered if they’d suffered the same frustrations, Wex, and Reef and the others, as he.
Maeve had married and made a life for herself here, her husband Ryan a good man, a master craftsman and builder of small sailboats of the type that peppered the surface of Lake Arrunmere like a rash and were frequently to be seen on the river at West Forkings. But Wex, Reef, Tam and Haldin had no such ties here in the lowlands, the loss they had suffered in Raheen as keen as Gawain’s. Now, they had a purpose and a duty again, those five surviving Riders, and though Maeve would hold true to her oath, Gawain knew he would not press her back into service once her child was born. She would soon have a mother’s duty, any day now in fact, and that of course must come before all others.
And Gawain? What was he doing out here, beyond the eastern tree line of the forest which marked the nominal border of Last Ridings with Arrun’s Southshearings? Today, of all days, too, and with Elayeen curled warm and snug in their bed less than two hours fast ride away. His mind drifted back to The Chattering Magpie, a memory made fresh by its mention to Valin the day before, back to a meal, alone with a fallen friend, Jerryn of Juria. There was a promise still to be kept to him, a promise they’d all made to the proud and noble Jurian officer. At that meal in Harks Hearth, the two of them had spoken of love. What was it Gawain had said?
My brother once told me that love is an illness. If that be so, then perhaps, for men at least, distance, adventure, and a perilous quest are at least potent medicines, though doubtless not the cure.
Jerryn’s reply seemed to whisper on the breezes: They say that time is the cure. I don’t believe them, but perhaps my catastrophe is still too fresh, and the memory of the splendour of love and hope still too bitter a pill to swallow…
He sighed, and cast a weather eye at the clouds. Well. Gawain knew once more the splendour of love, and it was no perilous quest or adventure that had driven him here. Hope he still held at arms length though, and he had Morloch to thank for that. But he did have time now; time to ponder, and to reflect on all that had happened since his banishment from home, almost three years ago to the day. The anniversary of that dreadful, final day was but two weeks away...
Now, there was no urgent need driving him this way or that, no Ramoth towers to raze, no Black Riders, no Morlochmen demanding to be slaughtered. No mystic rune-circles calling him home, no war in the north, and no dread weapon of ancient times to be salvaged and cast forever beyond Morloch’s clutches.
No. Now, there was only Elayeen, and Last Ridings. Gawain smiled and stepped back to admire his handiwork.
“Elve's Blood and Dwarfspit, you're ugly,” he said softly, shaking his head in mock sorrow.
Gwyn turned her blue-eyed gaze to him, and snorted before walking slowly, head held high, back towards the tree line, feeling her chosen mount’s intentions.
“I mean it!” Gawain laughed, picking up her saddle. “Ugly as a sack full of worms. Hideous. I don't know why I deign to ride such a grotesque beast.”
And he smiled sadly at the memory growing more distant each day of the last time he’d uttered those words, and understood why he was here, by the muddy spring, and why all around him were the hoofprints of other chargers and footprints of other Riders. He had left the warmth of loving arms and a loving bed and thundered down the eastern track out of the settlement quite simply because he was what he was. Raheen.
 
When he emerged from the forest at the western tree line, Gawain slowed Gwyn to a gentle trot. The clouds that had worried him earlier were drifting up behind him, grey and threatening light May showers, though nothing heavier which might cause concern for tent-dwellers such as he and Elayeen. Ten minutes later, as he approached the end of the open expanse of grass and the tilled soil where subsistence crops had been sown and were exploding from the ground, the first of the showers dusted him with rain, cold and hard, and he smiled. Tyrane’s kind of rain, but Gawain was wearing no helm for the drops to bounce off.
But rather than quicken his pace to find shelter, he slowed once he reached the settlement, and as the rain eased and the shower passed away into the west, Gwyn eased to a cautious walk in the same direction. Ahead, he could see the outline of the watchtower atop the hill, but couldn’t tell if anyone were atop the platform. It was eerily quiet, construction of the long-house had finished late yesterday afternoon and most of the artisans had left in the boats while enough light had been left in the evening to sail upriver back to West Forkings. The remainder had intended to leave first thing this morning, and from the silence, it appeared they had.
Yet there was something unnerving in that silence, a tension in the air around him, and Gwyn’s ears pricked this way and that, straining for sounds which might warn of a threat. To the south, horses seemed unconcerned, standing quietly and contentedly in spite of their recent dousing. Gawain scanned the marquee, its side-panels drawn up in the daytime to admit fresh air and sunshine, and there was no sign of life. Ahead of him, standing proudly at the end of the well-beaten track, an area of clear, bare ground, and finally the long-house, newly completed. Even those temporary huts which had served to house tools and supplies during the construction had gone.
Gwyn stopped in the middle of the open ground, and with a final glance around the settlement, Gawain dismounted. Perhaps, he thought, the wizard had finally discovered the entrance to the refuge under the hill, and everyone was there admiring whatever secrets it held. But still, the silence bothered him. Not even the Red and Gold royal standards hanging limp and wet from the flagpoles either side of the long-house doors displayed any kind of comforting movement. The workers had gone, and if Last Ridings were this quiet all the time, it would take some getting used to.
Then, as he approached the long-house, Gwyn close behind him, he caught the faintest scrape of a boot on wood from within, and paused, eyes narrowing, flexing his shoulder and feeling the comforting weight of the sword there as he mounted the two steps up onto the decking that surrounded the new Hall of Raheen. He paused again before the portals, admiring anew the carving thereon, and wondering at the detail there which had been achieved in so short a space of time. That detail, while understated and far from garish, clearly announced that this long-house was more than some rustic, much-elongated log cabin. He reached forward, and pushed on the heavy doors, waiting while they swung open.
There, gathered within, were the men and women of Last Ridings. Elayeen, beautiful in the colours of Raheen, beaming happily and flanked by Allazar on her right, and Meeya and Valin to her left. Jaxon and his lady Kahla. Maeve, also in red and gold and seeming on the verge of bursting so near was her time now, and beside her, of course, her husband. And the four remaining Riders, now the Crown’s Guard, Wex, Reef, Tam and Haldin.
Others were there too, three of the four dwarves of Sarek’s Rangers, the other presumably on watch in the tower, who had remained as representatives of Eryk’s concern for Elayeen’s wellbeing, and who would not return to Threlland until summoned by their king. Two guards of the Black and Gold, men of Callodon sent with them from Dun Meven by Tyrane on Brock’s behalf, an honorary escort for Ranger Leeny, Queen of Raheen. And men and women of Arrun, who had dwelled here in friendship with the Last Riders since Raheen had been destroyed.
“Welcome to your Hall,” Elayeen smiled, and gave a delicate curtsey, “And happy birthday, my lord.”
Suddenly Gawain understood why there had been such a rush to build the long-house. He eyed the gathering, and nodded, and in spite of himself, grinned at his earlier lack of comprehension, and felt distinctly uncomfortable in the happy expressions all around him. It was the eighteenth day of May, and it was his twenty-first birthday.
Elayeen spared any further embarrassment by hurrying forward to lead him inside. Shutters were thrown wide, admitting fresh air and daylight, revealing a long table on which food was arranged, a veritable birthday feast fit to feed all. Tapestries hung from the walls, tastefully done and with a distinctly equine theme, and at the southern end of the hall, a raised dais on which two rather stern-looking carved thrones had been arranged. Beyond it, curtained off with more tapestries, the doors to Gawain and Elayeen’s private apartments.
“Allazar has said arrangements are being made for the construction of a stone hearth in the centre of the western wall, for a fire which shall heat the entire hall. But it won’t be built in this season. We shall have peace until autumn, and then the work will begin.”
Gawain nodded and smiled at his queen. “You arranged all this?”
“Hardly, miheth. But I had a hand in it, while you were atop the hill or elsewhere and busy with your thinking.”
“You are become crafty since your adventures without me. I’m not entirely sure I approve.”
“Too late. Do you wish to see the apartments? There’s not much to see, in truth. Not yet, at least. I have had such belongings as we possess moved there.”
“A job which must have taken all of five minutes,” Gawain whispered, mounting the dais to reach out and touch the horse-head carving on the arm of the chair which would be his.
“You have more than you think, Longsword,” Allazar whispered from behind his left shoulder. “And you have many more friends than you know.”
“And debts which a lifetime of work cannot repay. All this must have cost a small fortune.”
“Bah,” the wizard whispered again. “Serre Mawgan of the Chancery of Raheen had with him a great deal of wealth when he was sent here by King Davyd to renew charters of commerce. Wex tells me that although Serre Mawgan is old and blind, and unable to now leave his new home in Sudshear, he has made many wise investments, and on learning of your existence, has found a new lease of life. He maintains that wealth on your behalf, and continues his clerk’s education in such matters.”
Gawain sighed. He’d given no thought to the practicalities of settling in Last Ridings, and suddenly he felt cast adrift on an ocean of uncertainty, and in danger of being swamped by the necessity of the mundane.
“Come, miheth,” Elayeen smiled again, “We have guests, and a birthday celebration in your honour.”
“Yes, yes indeed we have,” Gawain turned to face them all, and smiled. “My friends…” he began, and then changed his mind, abandoning all thoughts of a speech and declaring happily: “Let’s eat, I’m starving!”
Laughter, and genuine happiness, filled the hall. Gawain sat at the head of the table, naturally, listening to the excited babble around him and casting glances around his new home. The air was of course filled with the fresh scent of new-sawn wood, and the sweet odour of wood-tar which had been used to seal the walls and roof. The hall was well-built, broad and long, though light and airy in spite of the thickness of the walls, but he did catch sight of a bucket at the northern end which had been placed to catch drips from the roof after the brief downpour earlier. It reminded him of home, of the long-houses at Northpoint, Narrat, and Westfalls, indeed at any of the larger communities atop the plateau, which was, of course, why it had been made thus.
As he looked around the table, only half listening to Meeya telling Allazar and the others about home-made pies in a kitchen at Fourfields in Mornland, he saw the men, his men, stealing glances his way while they ate. He wondered if they could see lurking in his eyes the same desperation he sometimes glimpsed in theirs; a desperation born of catastrophe, the kind seen in the eyes of wounded men as they’re carried to the hospital tents at the rear of the line, the furious hope that at last the horror was over and that soon, the pain would be gone, and all would be well again, that all would be as it once was.
There was talk of other meals, other celebrations, other halls, and other people, and though it was not yet noon this feast, this first meal in the new Hall of Gawain in the shadow of Crown Peak in Last Ridings, continued unabated, with good spiced wine sipped between pickings from plates and bowls, until suddenly Maeve, once Rider of Castletown, uttered a startled and startling ‘Oh!’, and laid a tremulous hand upon her swollen belly, and gazed at the head of the table with a mixture of delight, fear, shock, and unabated joy as another contraction evinced another exclamation.
Men blinked and gaped, and ladies jumped up giving calm but excited commands which even Gawain found himself blindly obeying in his utter lack of experience and knowledge where childbirth was concerned. Maeve, laughing nervously with her husband, was whisked away to her cottage on a litter, accompanied it seemed by every female in Last Ridings, the men standing agog on the deck without the portals.
“Well,” Allazar announced. “There’s a thing. It seems Last Ridings may celebrate not one, but two birthdays this day.”
“That’ll save a coin or two for feasting in later years,” Reef muttered, and Gawain laughed.
“Aye, though if or when Serre Mawgan’s chest is emptied, it’ll be fish stew with bits in it all ‘round.”
“Ah, you remember that, sire?” Reef grinned.
“First night-camp out of Ferdan, the Red and Gold riding together into battle again. It’s not something I’ll ever forget,” Gawain sighed, and a gentle silence fell as memories were called to the fore.
“Well,” Allazar suddenly announced again, “There is little now for menfolk to do but await good news. Let us back to table, or the ladies will think we have made a spectacle of childbirth to be gaped at by idiots.”
“Concerned idiots though, Serre wizard,” Haldin protested, to more laughter.
Another shower of rain greeted the good-humoured remark, and back inside the hall, the roof-leak into the bucket was soon joined by another. Gawain briefly checked the private apartments lest a torrent be pouring onto the bed or other soft furnishings, but finding all in order, promptly took his place again for more spiced wine and food.
“My lord,” Tam asked quietly from further down the board. “Will you tell us in more detail of the men of the Empire? Some of us have heard only second- or third-hand the tales of your encounter and journeys with them.”
“Aye, my lord,” one of the Callodonians, Clane, echoed. “We have heard it said you hold them honourable men? Can this truly be so?”
“They held true to their word,” Gawain replied, taking another sip of wine. “And they did so in the face of great adversity. In that, there is indeed honour. They were as surprised that we kept ours to them, as we were that they kept theirs to us…”
And so, for the next two hours or more, Gawain and Allazar spoke of the quest for the Orb, and the part played in it by Gorians, those with honour, and those without. Rain came and went unnoticed by all at the long board, all attention on the story-tellers, until, finally, a breathless Kahla burst into the Hall, laughing happily, and announced with great joy: “It is a girl! A beautiful girl, and mother and daughter are both well!”
A cheer went up, then, goblets and tankards were refilled, and as the ladies rejoined the table in ones and twos, birthday celebrations began anew, with a toast and a cheer to welcome into the world a new life, named by her doting parents: Kamryn, of Last Ridings.
 
“I know that name, Kamryn,” Allazar mumbled to Gawain much later, the two of them sitting on the decking outside the hall in the late evening sunshine, both slightly the worse for wear.
The air was fresh, the sky a wispy pale azure hinting at shades of red to come, the land washed clean by earlier rains. It had been, all had acknowledged, a glittering spangle of a day.
“It’s an old name. Powerful name,” Gawain announced, and then hiccoughed. “Sorry. Ate too many sweetcakes. A good old Raheen name, is Kamryn. Ancient, not used a lot. Never knew a Kamryn, myself. I think… no wait…” Gawain closed his eyes and held up a finger for the wizard to keep silence. Then he opened them, smiling triumphantly.
“Yes. I don’t think, I know. Edwyn named his horse-friend Kamryn.”
“Edwyn?”
“The Third. King of Raheen. I told you all about him, clothwit. Him and Gillyan Treen did for that Goth-lord, Armun Tal, remember?”
“Ah yes. I remember. So… Maeve has named her daughter after a dead king’s horse?”
Gawain looked startled, then baffled. “No, you bloody beardwit. Not that there’d be anything wrong with that though. Edwyn named his horse-friend after Kamryn.”
“Who was…?”
“Who was what?”
“Who was Kamryn, the one Edwyn named his horse after.”
“One of the first queens of Raheen, in her own right. We’ve only had four in all our history,” Gawain hiccoughed again, and took a pull on his tankard. “Sorry. Four daughters of the Crown who ascended to the throne. Imagine that. All the others had brothers for the crown to pass to, you see?”
“Was she a good queen, then? To be remembered? Can’t be every queen had her name given to a horse after all?”
Gawain shrugged. “It was she who had the tower and barracks founded at Northpoint. Wex is from there, he might know a bit more ‘bout her…” Another hiccough, and Gawain frowned in annoyance and took another draught of ale. “Kamryn led the One Thousand down the Pass and into the South-halt to sort out some trouble. Can’t remember who against, it was before Callodon was really Callodon and I’m not sure Pellarn was too friendly back then, either. Anyway, she did a good job of it. That and the fact that she was the only queen in her own right to lead the One Thousand into battle made it easier to remember her name than the other three.”
“Ah.”
“Emlin, Iyona, and Margalis were the other three. Had to remember them in the right order too, or get a whack. E I M K,” and then Gawain began singing the initial letters of the four queens to a catchy tune. “Ee-aye-em-kay, ee-aye-em-kay, ee-aye ee-aye, ee-aye-em-kay… if you were wondering.”
“No,” Allazar sighed, and took a swig from his tankard. “I wasn’t.”
“That’s a bit rude really, considering you’re the White Stick and all. You should know all ‘bout Raheen’s history.”
“My apologies to the four queens, in their own right of course, of Raheen. I was struggling to recall where I know the name Kamryn from, and I am really rather certain it’s not from studying a history of your lineage, Longsword, for I have made no such undertaking. I know I know it from somewhere though. It’s not a common name.”
“True.”
“Never mind. It will come to me I am sure.”
“Like the Ms in your book.”
Allazar sniffed and held his peace.
“Where’s E, by the way?” Gawain asked, his head swivelling, eyes wide and trying to blink away the fug of the celebrations.
“In between D and F,” Allazar announced, looking really rather pleased with himself until Gawain slapped him on the back of the head.
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4. A Gaudy Orange
 
The days that followed the opening of the Hall of Raheen were, or so it seemed to Gawain at least, a blur of excited chatter about Last Riding’s newest arrival, and exploration of their new surrounds, mostly on his own with Gwyn and mostly to escape what seemed to him to be unnecessarily incessant baby-babble. Through it all he felt a rising dread at the approach of another anniversary, one which for him was more significant even than his birthday. It was only three days away now.
If anyone else was aware that June 1st had been the date of Gawain’s banishment from Raheen, they certainly didn’t show it, and this June 1st marked the end of his third year in the lowlands, and thus the beginning of his fourth. Thinking about it simply served to highlight once again the enormity of his loss, each anniversary like a stonecutter’s hammer-blows chiselling out his doom on the bare rock of his life. This was it. There was nowhere else to go. Every year of his life, every minute of all the days and nights of those years, would be spent, if not here in Last Ridings, then somewhere in these lowlands.
He drew in a breath, and let it out slowly, eyeing the sparkling waters of the southern flow of the Sudenstem sliding by. It was rocky here, on what was in effect the southern shore of Last Ridings. A few hundred yards away to his left was the tiny natural harbour and the quayside where sailing boats came and went, bringing occasional visitors and supplies and taking those visitors back upriver to West Forkings. There were no boats tied up alongside now, iron rings in the wooden pilings vacant, awaiting the next dory’s painters to be looped through and tied.
Behind him, were he of a mind to look over his right shoulder, a lumpy rise blistered with bushes, a stand of trees and spindly saplings, then good grassland dotted with sheep all the way to the settlement. He’d left Gwyn to wander and graze, while he sat and contemplated the river.
East Forkings, the highly imaginative name given to the next large Arrun town downriver, lay some three hundred river-miles in that eponymous direction, there at the second major fork in the Sudenstem. Beyond that town, more forks and branches spreading out until finally, the mighty river was joined by others to form an immense estuary, descriptions of which seemed to leave their elven friends in awe when spoken of by Arrunfolk who’d actually been there.
It is to the north of that estuary where Arrun’s southern capital town Sudshear lies, and in the season, dories bearing bales of fleeces would sail or row downriver as far as East Forkings, there to disgorge wool into wagons waiting to carry it overland the rest of the way. Beyond East Forkings, the northern and southern limbs of the river become generally too shallow for navigation until the brackish depths of the estuary are achieved, and few folk from this far west have much of a fancy to go there anyway.
Gawain thought he might like to see it. He’d never made it even this far east on his ramblings during his year of banishment. Events had somewhat overtaken him. Meeya certainly wanted to see the estuary, and a great many other sights too, and hearing her talk of them to Elayeen and others was like another of those stonecutter’s hammer-blows. It was one of the reasons he was sitting here now, thinking, and waiting for a dory from West Forkings or perhaps even from Mereton, hopefully bearing news of the world beyond.
He picked up a small pebble, eyed it for a moment, and then flicked it out into the air, watching it arc and tumble until it plopped into the water and sank. He imagined it rolling along the river bed, and imagined it wondering what immense power existed in sight of the sun which could have removed it from its resting-place and cast it so far, and what unseen power was even now driving it onward to who-knew-where. Thinking about it called to mind Ognorm, standing in the chilly waters of the stream near Calhaneth, plucking a pebble from its bed and holding it aloft, and how they’d all done so afterwards with great solemnity, in good comradeship. Gawain still carried his. But that in turn recalled to mind Jerryn, and his loss, and how his pebble had sunk beneath the waves atop the Orbchest there in the Sea of Hope, the Melusine bobbing hove-to within sight of Raheen.
Gawain sighed and stood, shifting the sword over his shoulder and trying to shake off the sudden sadness which had gripped him. It wasn’t why he’d come here. He didn’t know exactly why he’d come here, but recalling the horror and sorrow of Jerryn’s death had certainly not been the reason. He started picking his way across the rocks of the riverbank towards the inlet and the quay, taking care with his footing.
It was probably, he decided, all the talk of babies, of building new homes, of sight-seeing, of raising horses, and planting gardens; it was like a great wave of domesticity rearing up and rushing headlong towards the cliffs that were the anniversary of his banishment. Morloch yet lived! But here, with Elayeen expectant now and Maeve’s daughter Kamryn evincing oohs and aahs at the news of her every poop and mewling, it was as though the last three years had never happened.
Three years ago he was celebrating his birthday by gallivanting around Raheen on Gwyn, camping out, fishing, enjoying summer sunshine and the indolence of privileged youth. Now here he was, picking his way over rocks and boulders and flicking occasional glances upstream to the west in search of a boat bearing news, any kind of news, from the world beyond this new domestic bliss.
He paused, and sighed, and clambered up the bank to sit once more. It wasn’t as though he hated the idea of making a home with Elayeen. Far from it. The horror and fear that had gripped him on seeing her lying half stripped, blindfolded and bleeding on the flagstone floor at Dun Meven even now made the hairs on the back of neck quiver at the memory and sent a shudder the length of his spine. The days and especially the nights since arriving here at Last Ridings, and particularly now that they had their own apartments in the hall, had been everything they had both imagined in the darkest hours of so many nights alone, each on their own perilous adventures.
But still, for Gawain, there was the sword on his back, jutting like the metaphorical cliff of the anniversary, a reminder of who he was, of all that had happened since the fateful day his brother had warned him not to eat yellow snow and then left him standing utterly alone before the sword at the centre of the circles in Raheen’s Great Hall. So much had happened, and as he’d told Allazar atop the hill at the watchtower, it was difficult to let go. And Morloch was to blame for that, too. There were still far too many wriggling portents squirming and vying for Gawain’s attention. Morloch. If only that black-eyed bastard had been incinerated along with his lake of aquamire... More memories flooded back.
Take it far from here, Gawain, take it far from here, and cast it into fire!
Allazar’s desperate plea from long ago at Harks Hearth seemed to whisper in the rushing of the river and the sliding of the water over rocks at the shoreline. But Gawain hadn’t burned the phial of aquamire found in the Graken-rider’s satchel, aquamire which had so tormented the wounded wizard lying in his infirmary bed. Instead, Gawain had smashed the bottle with his blade, far from the safety of the Hearth’s walls, in darkness, the King of Raheen lurking in the gloom as a brigand might.
Unlike any brigand, however, he’d acted that night with the best of intentions, seeking the clarity of thought and insight of strange aquamire, the evil of the substance somehow transmuted by his sword with its mystic origins, just as it’d been transmuted in the cavern beneath the Teeth when he’d smashed Morloch’s dark lens. But although shattering the phial in the charcoal-grey gloom lit by shards of wavering starlight on a miserable Callodon night had sent great jolts of something shooting through him, there hadn’t been enough to darken his eyes.
There had been enough to give him insights and intuitions which had served them all well on the quest for the Orb. And those intuitions had told him that it was the sword, and the aquamire stains swimming in its steel, and the changes wrought in him by the circles, which had spared his life when he’d struck the Shadow of Calhaneth. He had no doubt that the same strange aquamire was responsible for stirring the worms now, quietly insisting he pay attention, though to what exactly he couldn’t say yet. Without it, he likely wouldn’t remember past details with such clarity, clarity enough to surprise Allazar with their recall. Without it, he would doubtless now be inches from Elayeen and listening to her and Meeya chattering excitedly about how pink and pretty were Kamryn’s tiny little fingers and toes.
And now that he thought of it, that very same strange aquamire gave him sudden insight and understanding into the desperate hope that had driven the last Riders to build a long-house here, the desperate hope that drove Valin to the watchtower each day, the desperate hope that drove Elayeen and Meeya to endlessly chattering about babies and the raising of children and all the minutiae of a domestic life so long denied them.
They knew, all of them, even Allazar still searching for a door that might not exist at all, that any moment could see Morloch bringing his vengeance crashing down upon them; and so, as farmers making hay while the sun shines, they clung to Hope, all of them, in the hope that this time, it would be neither short-lived, nor futile.
Gawain sighed, and stood, and dusted off his trousers, and nodded to himself. Another glance upstream showed nothing more than the river on its relentless journey to the sea and bearing no ill tidings from the west. He decided then to return to the hall and to Elayeen, and to talk of infants and the making of plans for planting vegetable and flower gardens, and of building fountain pools filled with fish for as-yet unborn children to paddle their feet in when hot summers came. Hope, after all, had been their loyal companion these past three years, and who was Gawain to banish that companion now?
He turned and headed up the rise, and was about to summon Gwyn when something bright caught his eye to the east. He stopped, and snapped his head to the right. He’d been looking in the wrong direction. There, making its laboured way upstream towards him from East Forkings, the gaudy orange sail of a dory stretched wide to catch what breezes it could to help oars in the fight against the current. It must have been sighted slightly earlier from atop Crown Peak too, for Gawain had barely made the top of the bank and begun hurrying to the quay when Tam, once of Westfalls, cantered through the woods on his horse-friend and dismounted there, waiting quietly for his king to join him on the dock. He didn’t have to wait long.
“Sire,” the wiry Rider announced.
“Tam. Wex sent you?”
“Nay, sire. Boat was spotted from the hill making its way upstream about ten minutes ago. Serre wizard Allazar thought it best one of us was here to greet it, even though we all knew you were over here and would doubtless see it for yourself.”
“Ah, so the Crown’s Guard is really only concerned with my lady’s safety then?”
Tam smiled, and refused to be drawn. The man from the small town which once stood beside the western falls of Raheen’s River Styris was in his late thirties, shorter than Gawain, as indeed they all were, and like all the survivors of Raheen seemed to know instinctively when their king expected an answer, and when he didn’t.
Gawain smiled too, and folded his arms. “Well that’s as it should be, after all. At least it’s nice to know the wielder of the white stick still cares.”
“Not much of a wind today, sire. Boat’s relying on its oars more’n its sail.”
“A hardy lot, these rivermen,” Gawain agreed, remembering the speed of the current on their journey from Mereton once they’d joined the flow out of Lake Arrunmere. “The wind dropped not long after noon, they’ve probably been pulling on those oars for hours.”
“Be a while yet before they’re close enough to hail, and with the sail out wide like that, can’t see who’s in there. Could be anyone.”
“Do we get much in the way of visitors from the east?”
“Nay, sire. Not in this season. After the shearing, yes, some. And after the fleeces have been taken to Sudshear for the registers, then we get folk coming back and stopping over for a brief rest and a chat before continuing on up to West Forkings. Apart from that, just occasional boats, nothing regular. Most of the goods for trade in Mereton on the lake go by on them bigger sailing trows, and they don’t stop here at all, harbour’s too small for ‘em.”
Gawain nodded. It would take time to understand the rhythm of life here in Last Ridings. There was a long pause, both men watching the triangle of orange sailcloth that seemed no bigger now than when first it had been sighted.
“Has the baby pooped today?”
“Aye sire,” Tam grimaced, “Twice, it seems. And puked once, so the ladies tell. You’d think by now the fascination would have worn off, but no. It’s got some lungs on it too, that wee one, I can tell you.”
“We’re luckier in the hall,” Gawain smiled. “Out of earshot.”
“Aye, sire. Though this time next year it might not be so peaceful there.”
“True. Though hopefully by then Allazar will have found the door into the hill and I’ll have a refuge in which to hide until the boy is old enough to hold his peace after dark.”
“By the Teeth!” Tam gasped, and Gawain held his breath, agog as a white flash streaked from the distant boat and sped clear through the trees towards the settlement.
“By the Teeth indeed!” Gawain agreed, as an answering flash shot back towards the boat a few moments later. “Doves of Orris! There’s a wizard on that boat!”
“And there’ll be one stood here soon too, sire, I shouldn’t wonder.”
“Aye. If that’s who I think it is, Allazar will want to be here before the boat docks. He’s probably already on his horse.”
“Although,” Tam observed, subconsciously loosening a few arrows in his quiver, “Serre wizard Allazar could walk here and still arrive before that boat will.”
 
Serre wizard Allazar in fact thundered through the trees on horseback some five minutes later, and the two men of Callodon, Clane and Bari, were with him too.
“Longsword!” he cried, almost spilling from his horse as it stumbled to a halt near the quayside, “There’s a staff-rank wizard of the D’ith aboard that boat!”
“We know,” Gawain answered, feigning disinterest and regal boredom. “We saw the Doves. Is it Arramin come up from Threlland’s deep, do you think?”
“Whoever it is, it’s not Arramin,” Allazar declared sternly, clutching his own staff with both hands and eyeing the approaching dory, still too far away to make out any of its occupants. “The Dove simply sought my staff, and bore no message at all.”
At that, Gawain gave up the pretence of disinterest, for as he’d said himself so often, few and far between are whitebeards south of the Teeth who might yet serve the best interests of the Kindred.
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5. Another New Arrival
 
As the dory drew closer to the quay they could make out only a pair of rowers seated on the thwarts before the dory’s mast, and a fellow serving as coxswain in the bows calling out quiet orders to steer the long boat towards the quay. The bright orange sail was still outstretched like a wing, hiding all those aft of the mast from view of anyone ashore.
The obscurity afforded the unknown wizard aboard added to the rising sense of unease felt by those on land, hands and fingers finding a degree of reassurance in the familiar touch of weapons yet to be called forth from their quiet repose. Gawain noted that the two men of Callodon bore their crossbows cocked and bolted, and held casually ported. Tam idly fingered the bead at the end of the throwing-string wrapped around his wrist, and Gawain smiled, and stopped fiddling with the bead attached to the end of his own. Besides, he observed, Allazar stood to the fore, as he should, the White Staff of Raheen, the stick and the wizard both, ready to cope with whatever might emerge from the boat when finally it docked.
A muffled command over the lapping of the oars, and with a squeal and a rumble, the dory’s sail flapped and began to fall, the boom being drawn in. There was a faint glimpse of a white-robed man with a long stick, but he was promptly obscured again by a sailor attending to the mast and sail.
“Ship oars!” the man in the bow announced, and the boat drifted across the relative calm of the inlet, free now of the current the men had been fighting against for so long.
“Fenders starb’d!” came another order, and heavy baskets were flipped over the gunwale to protect the dory as it slowed and swung in towards the dock.
“It is certainly not Master Arramin,” Allazar announced, blinking in surprise.
“No, it certainly isn’t,” Gawain agreed, frowning in recognition, and he stepped forward to stand beside the wizard as the dory’s fenders bumped into the quay and scraped against the dock.
Expert hands tied the boat alongside, and the wizard aboard the vessel stood, using his staff to steady himself, and was helped up by the crew first onto the thwarts and then ashore. He was wearing what appeared to be a heavy pack on his back, and the front of his robes were open in a broad vee, exposing his torso and thus making clear to all the lack of n’iman sett runes an enemy might possess inked upon the flesh visible there. A small trunk was hefted up onto the dock behind him, and then the rivermen from East Forkings sat heavily, reaching for bottles and food and enjoying a rest well-earned.
“My lord! Master Allazar!” the newcomer announced, looking almost on the verge of tears such was his obvious relief on seeing them, and then he bowed quite formally.
“Met Corax,” Allazar replied, equally formally, and perhaps with a little suspicion which had the others unconsciously bracing themselves. “And if I am not mistaken, the staff you bear was carried into battle by my friend, Master Imzenn, and it, when last I saw it, was in the vaults of Crownmount.”
“It is, Master Allazar, and it was indeed in the vaults of Crownmount where Master Arramin presented it to me, in the hope that it, and his hurried training, would serve me well on my journey to find you all. My lord, Master Allazar, I have heard such tales on my journey here, is your lady… is her Majesty here with you, and is she well?”
“She is,” Allazar answered.
Corax closed his eyes, turned his face upwards to the sun, and gave a great sigh of relief. Then he straightened, opened his eyes and blinked, placed his right hand over his heart and bowed again.
“This is wonderful news indeed, my lords. My journey is almost complete. I am sent, my lords, bearing news of solemn import from Master Arramin, and by order of his Majesty, Eryk of Threlland. Mine has been a long journey, and for many miles of it I suffered the dread that I might arrive too late.”
“Come then, Met Corax, the dock is no place for such an exchange. A mile more will see you in Last Ridings, and by his Majesty’s leave, the new Hall of Raheen, where you may rest and give us your news.”
 
The arrival at the hall of the D’ith Met wizard responsible for bringing down and restraining the traitor who slew Rider Arras at Far-gor was met with polite formality but considerable interest from all there, not least Gawain himself. It was clear that Corax was tired, and though his wizard’s garb had recently been cleaned, doubtless in East Forkings, the material was frayed and worn, and told a tale of much hardship endured along the way from Threlland.
Wine and food was brought to the long table, where Corax ate and drank hurriedly, his normal quiet and studious nature overcome by an obvious anxiety to discharge the duty imposed upon him in Eryk’s hall.
Gawain and Elayeen sat patiently at the head of the table, neither of them comfortable in the ornate thrones atop the dais and both silently deeming the circumstances of the D’ith Met’s arrival inappropriate for their use. They sipped wine politely while they waited, secure in the watchfulness of all around them. It was the wizard’s purpose they were all suspicious of, not the wizard himself, although Gawain of course would likely disagree with that sentiment should anyone have voiced it.
Finally, with a sigh, Corax pushed his plate forward and away from him, and lifted his backpack onto his lap. Whatever it contained seemed weighty, both in importance as well as in physical fact. He eyed the pack, and his expression seemed to flicker, as though recalling events mostly unpleasant in the bringing of it to this table.
“My lord,” he said quietly, “I bring a letter from Master Arramin, and news from Threlland, though the latter is dated now. I hardly know where to begin, so perhaps you will all forgive me if I relate to you briefly the events leading up to my arrival here in your new hall?”
Gawain nodded, and leaned forward, clasping his hands atop the table, waiting. They glimpsed for a moment the scholarly wizard first described by Arramin in another rough-hewn and fresh-built room, in Ferdan, while Corax gathered his thoughts, but then the expression on the D’ith Met’s face became deadpan.
“I was summoned away from my studies at a salt mine to the southeast of Crownmount by a message from Master Arramin, in December. His message conveyed a degree of urgency which was not to be ignored, and nor was the stern aspect of the King’s Courier who bore it. Soon after, my lords, nearing the end of that month, I found myself at Crownmount, and after several precautionary measures imposed by Master Dakar, I was admitted to the library at the rear of the Hall of Threlland’s Fathers and thence sent down to the vaults, there to be warmly and enthusiastically greeted after my long descent by Master Arramin himself.
“I learned from him that you, too, had recently visited, and that you were bound on a quest to the south, the details of which were extremely alarming, as was the precaution Master Arramin took of removing my Rod of Aemon for what he called ‘safekeeping’ before those details were revealed to me. You must forgive Master Arramin for disclosing the nature of your quest to me so close to the time of your leaving Threlland, my lords, for it was vital that he did so inasmuch as it relates to my purpose here. Suffice to say for now that in addition to taking my Rod of Aemon, other precautions also were in place at the top of that long staircase with which you, my lord, and Master Allazar, are both familiar.”
Gawain nodded again, and again refrained from uttering a word, observing the wizard’s hands and how they hovered always near the pack now resting upon the table. That Arramin had given Corax the staff Imzenn had carried into battle, and to which Corax by training and rank had no right, spoke volumes enough where the importance of hearing this story was concerned.
“The principle reason for Master Arramin’s summons he revealed to me the day after describing ancient events which led to your leaving Threlland for the south. He showed to me an illustration of an object, a spike of Morgmetal, bearing symbols few of which I recognised. He had succeeded in ascertaining the meaning of most of them, and in great excitement, explained to me that the purpose of my presence was two-fold. Firstly, I was to assist him in his search for an object he believed intimately related to the artefact bearing the symbols he had identified, and secondly, I was to be the instrument of any action needed up on the surface as a result of unearthing that object.
“It was during the search for that artefact that word came, via the chute from the surface, that her Majesty had been assaulted by assassins, in Tarn. Master Arramin was extremely agitated by this news, and our search continued in haste, he making frequent references to ancient books and documents and becoming increasingly frustrated at our inability to locate the thing he felt to be of such great importance.
“At length, we discovered the object, and greatly elated as well as immensely weary, we spoke of it, and what must be done with it, before sleep eventually overcame us. We were woken from where we slumbered at that book-strewn table by the ringing of the bell at the chute, and there discovered more news from above. Tarn had been attacked by a Graken-rider from the north, but such meagre defences as dwarves possessed had prevailed. Eryk of Threlland asked of Arramin whether I could be spared the work in the vaults in order to strengthen Threlland’s defences at Tarn.
“Master Arramin gave this much thought. He was greatly disturbed to learn of the attacks upon her Majesty, and understanding that my own powers with a Rod of Aemon were sorely limited by my lack of advancement beyond the rank of Met at the Hallencloister, decided on his own authority to grant license to me to use Master Imzenn’s staff. So he began my hurried education in its use. Indeed, the large and vacant atrium outside the vaults made for a good training ground, I could do no real damage there beyond the harmless scorching of stone.
“It was while my training in the use of the staff to produce white fire progressed that further word came from above; her Majesty had left the safety of Tarn, and indeed Threlland itself. His Majesty, Eryk, had despatched a small force of Sarek’s Rangers to follow her Majesty, and now commanded that I too should follow close on the heels of those rangers, with the hope that I might catch up with them and provide what service I could towards her Majesty’s safety on Threlland’s behalf.
“The order having been relayed to me by Master Arramin, I was given more brief instruction in the use of the staff, including the use of the Dove of Orris with which to locate you, Master Allazar, should I fail to catch up with the rangers or her Majesty. And I was given this pack, and its contents.
“The horse I was gifted by Eryk of Threlland to speed my journey became lame by the time I reached a hamlet called Fourfields in Mornland, where I learned of events atop a certain hill in the region, and I was asked by the headman to undertake an examination of its summit with a view to performing last rites should any be needed. I could not refuse, especially when I learned from him of a certain lady ranger and her two companions, and also of the dwarves who had passed through the hamlet quite some time before my arrival.
“I left the poor lame horse in their keeping, and was guided to a river town by the name of Fourbanks, where I took a boat down the West Shasstin to Princetown on the Mornland coast, and from there, travelled overland to Nordshear in Arrun, seeking word of a party of dwarves or of three Kindred Rangers. From Nordshear, on learning of a battle having been fought in Arrun’s Midshearings, I took a boat to Sudshear, where I learned more details concerning the Battle of Fallowmead. I journeyed west, then, overland as far as East Forkings, intent upon making my way upriver to Lake Arrunmere, but I learned instead from an innkeeper there that a dwarf named Ognorm in company with dwarf rangers had passed through the town recently, with news of Raheen, his lady, and Last Ridings. And so, my lord, here I am, at last.”
And then Corax lowered his head, his hands wringing in despair atop the pack on the table before him. He sighed, flicked a glance at the crop-headed Elayeen, and drew in a shuddering breath, and Gawain blinked away his astonishment as the young wizard spoke again, quietly, but with genuine anguish in his voice.
“I am sorry I am late, my lady. I did all I could to hasten my journey to you, but I have failed. If I had been with you, there at Dun Meven… if I had found you in time and not been delayed… I am sorry...”
“Peace, Serre wizard,” Elayeen soothed, “Not even Major Sarek’s Rangers, with all their skills, were able to find me and thus influence events at Dun Meven.”
“You are kind to say so, my lady, but I had a duty...”
“And now you are here, Met Corax,” Allazar interrupted gently, “And thus, your own adventure is almost at an end. Will you not fulfil the duty Master Arramin imposed upon you, and then take the rest you have earned?”
Corax nodded, and drew in a deep breath, struggling and succeeding in banishing the emotion which had threatened to overcome him moments earlier. He unlaced the backpack on the table, carefully, and drew out a bulky envelope. Then he stood, and carried it to Gawain, saying:
“My lord, Master Arramin bade me deliver this to your hand should I find you before I found your lady. I… I suppose I did, since you were at the quayside when I arrived.”
“Thank you,” Gawain acknowledged, deciding that the wizard’s obvious anguish at seeing even the faded evidence of Elayeen’s suffering more than warranted a king’s courtesy. Gawain took the envelope and glanced at the writing on the front of the missive. It was written in a neat, precise and familiar hand:
To: HRM Raheen.
Corax bowed, and returned the several paces to his chair and to the backpack on the table, reaching in to withdraw a heavy, oblong object wrapped in plain waxed canvass and tied with common string. It was perhaps a foot long, eight inches wide, and four inches deep. This he carried solemnly around the end of the table, passing Gawain, eyed ever watchfully by Meeya, Valin, and the Crown’s Guard.
“My lady, I am to give you this, from Master Arramin’s hands to mine, thence to yours, and none in the between no matter what. Master Arramin also entreated me to speak these words to you, they are his own, and I can attest to the great emotion with which they were uttered, as I myself speak them now:
My dear lady, forgive I beg you a foolish old man who once had the honour to journey with you, and to serve you; forgive the foolish old man whose years prevent him now from journeying with you once again, and serving you once more. And forgive him, your humble servant Arramin, for delivering this into your fair and gentle hands, not knowing whether the contents are blessing or curse, and for being unable now to bear alongside you the weight of either.
“Thus spoke Master Arramin, my lady, and thus speak I, though in his stead, I stand ready to aid you in any way I might. My duty to Master Arramin is done, to the letter of the word given me, and my duty to Threlland is done, to the letter of the word likewise. But for myself, my lady, I do not hold it so. Master Arramin, and Eryk, King of Threlland, and all the dwarves who dwell in that mountain kingdom, would have you safe. It was Threlland offered me a home in the aftermath of Far-gor. Thus, in honour of Threlland, and in honour of Master Arramin, this box and its contents, whatever they may be, are yours, as is now my service, for as long as you would have it, and for as long as I am able.”
Elayeen took the parcel, and Gawain saw her arms dip a little as she took the full weight of the thing from Corax, who bowed, and sighed, and retreated once again to his chair. She didn’t speak, but turned and laid the box on the long table before her, eyeing it with calm dread before reaching down and raising her right knee to draw her boot knife.
With an audible snick she cut the string, then replaced her knife, and drew in a breath. All eyes were drawn to the object, and breaths were held as she reached with steady hands and threw open the folds of canvass.
Before them all upon the table of the new Hall of Raheen lay a Morgmetal casket, unembellished save for a few lines of gold inlaid Elvish script atop the lid, and symbols graven at its front. Familiar symbols. And there, at the front and centre of the box, girdled by three concentric rings, an opening, a keyhole of a shape Gawain recalled from Martan’s drawing of the spike found buried in the floor of an ancient tunnel beneath the farak gorin. The triskele of Minyorn.
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6. Transliteration
 
Corax, his duties done, had been led away to the marquee, there to rest, while the Guard resumed their normal duties. Now, Gawain, Elayeen, and Allazar sat alone at the long table, eyeing the Morgmetal casket warily while the wizard folded the canvass cloth and set it to one side.
“Met Corax has pledged himself in service to you, lady Elayeen,” Allazar said softly. “You are much changed in appearance from when last he saw you after Far-gor. Whatever else has happened on his long journey from Threlland, his failure to find you in time to be of some use at Dun Meven has clearly moved him greatly.”
“Should I accept? Would it cause offence against Raheen, or against you, wizard Allazar?”
“It certainly won’t offend me, my lady,” Allazar smiled. “And it is his Majesty who must of course speak for Raheen.”
Gawain looked unimpressed at having such a decision batted his way. “He did well enough at Far-gor, we all remember that. And Arramin trusts him enough to give him a stick, and this box, with whatever it may contain. Frankly, though, whatever my feelings concerning wizards, there are too few whitebeards to be relied upon in these lands, and I’d rather have this Corax where he might actually do something worthwhile with his stick than sitting in a salt mine poking rocks with it. But it was to you he pledged his service, miheth, not me.”
“I would welcome your advice, G’wain. Throughout my life, my experience of wizards has never been entirely pleasant… present company excepted, wizard Allazar.”
“Thank you, my lady.”
“As I said,” Gawain shrugged, “I’d rather have him doing something useful than sitting in a hole in the ground in Threlland. Let me read Arramin’s letter first, though; he may have something to say that has a bearing on the matter. Corax has travelled a long way, and from the look of it, his journey wasn’t an easy one. Let him rest for now, we can decide his future later. Do you know what the box is?”
Elayeen gazed at the object, and the gold script on its lid. It had been made to endure, and its apparent age was a fresh reminder of recent events, the path she had chosen, and a course mapped long, long ago.
“No,” she whispered. “The writing looks like Elvish cursive, but I cannot read it.”
“I am not surprised,” Allazar announced quietly. “The words inlaid upon the lid of that casket are written in the same language, using the same runes, as the first of the three circles in the marble floor of the Old Hall of Raheen, where we three once stood, what seems now an age ago. History, it would appear, has bequeathed to us another relic from a bygone age, and who better to have unearthed it than old Master Arramin. Perhaps, Longsword, his letter may contain a translation of the writing on the lid?”
“Perhaps. E, are you well? You seem suddenly pale.”
Elayeen shook her head, “I am well, miheth. Please, read wizard Arramin’s letter. Perhaps it will contain answers to questions we have yet to ask.”
“With any luck it’ll also contain a key to open the thing,” Gawain sighed, using his boot knife to slit the seal on the bulky envelope addressed to him. “That’s Morgmetal,” he tapped the casket with his knife before sheathing the blade, and although the act seemed somehow disrespectful to Elayeen and to Allazar, they said nothing. “There’ll be no breaking into that, unless it’s with a grappinbow at close range.”
The envelope opened, Gawain shuffled through the contents. “No key. A copy of the drawing Martan made of the spike, four leaves, one leaf per side of the object, with Arramin’s notes appended. More papers, notes with what looks like cross-references to other books and documents. And his letter. I’ll read it aloud, hang on…”
He took a sip of wine, and made himself comfortable, and began to read aloud the missive penned in the deep of the vaults of Crownmount:
 
My Lord,
It is my sincerest hope that this humble note finds you and your lady in good health, and reunited, in peace and in joy, and that your quest, my lord, in that dread and ancient city in the south, was successful.
Alas, seated here as I am in the cool dark of the depths which you yourself well know, I cannot be certain at all that Met Corax will find either or both of you, though I have done my best to ensure that he has the means with which to locate Master Allazar should all other methods of finding you and your lady prove fruitless.
I cannot bear to imagine that you have been other than successful in your quest, and I cannot admit any possibility other than your lady’s safe arrival at your side, and that her own journey was made entirely in comfort and in safety.
Consequently, I shall continue this letter with the firmest of convictions that you, your lady, and Master Allazar, are seated now safe and warm before a blazing hearth with good food and good wine beside you, this page in your hand, and my startling discovery before you all. I cannot promise that this shall be a short account, though under the circumstances, I must make haste in the writing of it. Please excuse therefore any smudges, blots, or errors which such haste might perforce inflict upon the page. Thus forewarned, I shall commence:
 
It was not very long after your departure with Master Allazar that I finished copying the latter’s work, and thus was able to turn my attention once again to the astonishing and well-preserved archives contained in the vaults here around me. Since my discovery of Forgemaster Theo of Smeltmount’s account of the destruction of Calhaneth, I was disinclined to forage once again through the books, scrolls, records and sundry parchments of times long past lest I unearth another shocking revelation which might further endanger your safety, or presage some other imminent doom. Consequently, I bent my mind instead to the task of deciphering and understanding the symbols and markings contained in the drawing of a certain artefact you sent to me prior to the commencement of battle at the farak gorin…
And so to the Morgmetal spike discovered by Martan of Tellek and his heroic band of old miners. I enclose a copy of his work, annotated of course for Master Allazar’s sake, together with references and copies of other documents where appropriate.
 
The symbols at first seemed to me to be a corrupted form of Old Elvish, and then I believed them to be even older, the written language of the Eldenelves of myth…”
 
“Aha!” Allazar announced rather excitedly, and then his expression became a little more sheepish. “Sorry, it’s just that I said much the same thing about the circles in your father’s hall, Longsword. Sorry…”
Gawain sniffed, then smiled, and continued reading aloud.
 
“Where was I, Blah blah… the language of the Eldenelves of myth, and then I recalled your mentioning of them, my lord, on the road from Jarn, as we travelled towards the southern tip of Elvendere at the beginning of our fabulous adventures on the Canal of Thal-Marrahan.
It was this which gave me the first hint as to the nature of the engraving on the spike, its origins, and its connection, though tenuous, with the Orb of Arristanas, for you will doubtless recall the hardness of Morgmetal, and how no dwarf living possesses the knowledge or the tools by means of which the forged metal may be engraved or etched. Today, the marks dwarves are able to make in Morgmetal using certain hard gemstones are as primitive scratches compared to the graving on the spike.
I confess to initial confusion when contemplating the ancient marks, or rather the drawings of them, for your letter which accompanied the illustrations spoke of the tunnels in which the artefact was discovered being cut some 1300 years ago.
While it is true that the cursive runes and language of Old Elvish were still in use at that time, it was already suffering erosion by the more modern forms we know today. It seemed to me, therefore, that the presence of markings in an historical language which had long fallen out of use, and which was all but entirely forgotten when the artefact itself was abandoned in the tunnel, was indicative of two probabilities:
First, that the artefact was much older than the tunnels in which it was found (and this was of course my first thought, the logic of it being powerfully persuasive), and thus it was simply pressed into service long after its fabrication. And why should it not be, its function entirely unimpaired by the passage of time?
Second, if the object and the graving upon it were products of the same period as the tunnels in which the spike was found, then the writing was not intended to be understood by any who might read it at the time the implement was in active service for the mapping of the farak gorin’s subterranean flow. This second probability of course struck me as entirely bizarre, and I would not have bothered to make mention of it but for the subsequent fact of its accuracy, as I shall now describe in more detail.
 
Elayeen sighed, and bowed her head, her fingers entwined and fidgeting nervously on the table before the casket. Gawain and Allazar regarded her with great concern, and she tried to smile their worries away. She failed.
“What is it, E? Do you know what this box means?”
But she shook her head. “Only that it can mean nothing good for me. You know the symbol I recognised from the drawing Martan made. The triskele of the Shitheen Issilene of Minyorn, girdled by three circles. You remember what I said, how the battle of Far-gor should never have been? The farak gorin should have been felled when the spike was driven in, over a thousand years ago, or later, when the wave unleashed by the circles in your father’s hall struck the Teeth.”
“So you told us, my lady,” Allazar soothed, “In the warmth of lord Rak’s room, after the victory celebrations. But if you recall, it was my belief then that we cannot know their intentions, so long after the events which prompted their actions. That is still my belief.”
“Yet wizard Arramin is about to reveal much more, I think,” Elayeen’s eyes were downcast, “His use of the word ‘accurate’ when describing his second possibility fills me now with dread. If it is true, then the spike was intended to be found, and all the suffering since it was placed in the tunnel intended to be endured. And that is a terrible thought. Forgive me, miheth, please, read to us the rest?”
Gawain drew his chair nearer to her, so their shoulders brushed against each other, and Allazar leaned closer, too.
 
…as I shall now describe in more detail.
While I studied the symbols and runes and wracked my addled brains in search of memories long since faded concerning the Eldenelves, a sudden and quite astonishing observation, and one long overdue (curse my age-encumbered slow-wittedness!) struck me. I stared at the drawings Martan had made in the gloom of the tunnel, and staring straight back at me was a symbol I myself had seen in the gloom of another!
Oh! Oh my lord how I berated myself for my decrepitude! You will recall, my dear lord, the tunnels carved long and deep into the walls of Crownmount, here in the foot of the vaults, and how upon each of the iron-braced portals barring access to those tunnels is a board, upon which I told you is written in Dwarvish an indication of the contents of each tunnel?
You will recall that the tunnel in which we and Master Allazar sat enthralled and horrified by the account of Theo of Smeltmount contained the archives of Kings Ogrod, Moakes, Lodvorn, and Emrees Blackhammer, through to King Sedrun the Third, and how on the board on that tunnel’s door were written the Dwarvish symbols for each of those kings?
There, there my lord, on the drawing of the Morgmetal spike was a symbol I had seen many times on my perambulations around the atrium! I snatched up the drawing, and bearing a glowstone lantern the better for my aged eyes to be certain beyond doubt, I rushed to each door in turn, and studied it, until I found the very symbol I was looking for! On the page in front of me, a drawing of a symbol graven upon a spike laid in a tunnel 1300 years ago. There in front of me, on a board bolted to an iron-braced portal made who knows when, the same symbol: the Dwarvish symbol for King Sedrun The First, who ruled as Father of Threlland 1,329 years ago!
The tunnel, when I opened the door, was as long as the one where we had together sat, we three. You may yourself have wandered the tunnel’s very length, my lord, in those hours when you left Master Allazar and I alone with our work in copying Master Allazar’s book. It was while I myself wandered the length of that tunnel, seeing upon the neat shelves and on the documents, books and parchments that very same symbol, I realised the extent of the work that lay before me, and I sent word for Met Corax to come to my aid.
I shall not bore you, my lord, with the endless hours and details of how he and I came to decipher the meaning of the engravings which, after all, proved to be complex clues to the finding of the Morgmetal box which I have sent, together with this letter, to be delivered to you and to your lady by the hand of Met Corax himself. My workings and those tedious details I enclose for Master Allazar to peruse; I believe the additional knowledge I unearthed will aid him as it aided I and Met Corax.
Following the clues contained in the symbols upon the spike led us first to a seemingly innocuous document which in fact contained a thin sheet of goldpaper upon which was indelibly etched a most remarkable transliteration of Old Elvish to the futhornic cursive of the Eldenelves! With this in our possession, Met Corax and I were able to translate the remainder of the engravings on the spike.
We have Martan of Tellek to thank once again, my lord, for as Met Corax pointed out, the meaning and the clues on the spike were to be read in clockwise and north-needle fashion around the rectangular spike, one symbol at a time, descending one row at each revolution; our friend Martan had inadvertently laid out his four sketches of the faces of the spike in the correct order for us to read it common-wise, left to right, top to bottom, as Met Corax deduced at the outset of our efforts together.
My lord, I am sure Master Allazar will find the rest of the details both fascinating and, in the case of the copy of the goldpaper transliteration I enclose, most valuable should he ever encounter the written language of the Eldenelves again. There is only one symbol upon the spike which neither I nor Met Corax could fully understand. That symbol is a triskele bounded by three concentric circles. No mention of it could we discover in any of the documents which led us to the finding of the box your lady now possesses, but since that same symbol appears at the front of the box, and the triskele itself forms what appears to be a complex and artful keyhole, I have an intuition that you, my lord, or your lady, are likely to possess a greater understanding of its meaning than I can either imagine or deduce.
Only one thing remains for me to do before I must send Met Corax on his way, and I do not envy him his journey up those infinite steps bearing the weight of the box upon his back. The writing atop the casket I have translated using the tool which has lain undisturbed awaiting its discovery these 1,329 long years. The inscription is this:
 
She Who Wears The Horse Though She Be Born of Tree
Is She Who Bears The Wolf
And She Who Bears The Key
My lord, it is most distressing, most distressing indeed, for me to send this box and its unknown contents to your lady as I do. I would that I were able to deliver it myself, and stand beside you both once more, my treasured staff of white oak, stouter by far than my old bones, ready to light a path through whatever darkness may come of this discovery. The verse atop the lid of the casket, and the manner of its finding, fills this wizened old fool with dread, laden with ancient portents as it is. I fear it will cause you both as much concern as it does your loyal servant,
Arramin
 
Gawain glanced at the reverse of the page, and finding it blank, put down the letter on the neat stack of leaves before him, and handed all of it, including the rest of Arramin’s work, to Allazar.
Elayeen said nothing, sitting perfectly still, staring at the inscription on the lid of the casket as though it were her epitaph.
“Well,” Gawain sighed. “That’s that. We have an old box which by itself is a fortune’s worth of Morgmetal. If and when Allazar ever finds the door into the hill, I’m sure we can find a place to hide it away against a rainy day, or until some mouldering bitchwizard crawls out from a crypt bearing a key for the thing. Come, let’s leave it in Allazar’s care while he reads Arramin’s descriptions of how the old boy came to find it in the vaults, and go for a walk in what’s left of the evening sunshine.”
But Elayeen sighed, and shook her head, her eyes welling, and bade them both to wait before leaving them dumbfounded while she went into the private apartments. Gawain and Allazar exchanged a worried glance, but then Elayeen returned, and took her place at the table again.
“E?”
Without a word, she took a slender wooden box from inside her tunic. Gawain had glimpsed it before, its joints so well-made as to be almost invisible, a band of gold, perhaps an inch wide, sealing it, and the unknown contents within. Still without a word, she laid with trembling hands the wooden box atop the Morgmetal casket.
“That is the box given to you by Serat of the Ahk-Viell, at the last clearing on the Morrentill, the day we left Elvendere for the last time, the day you left Yonas, traitor of the Toorsencreed, crying like an infant in the dirt.”
“Yes,” she whispered. “It was given to me by my mother, as it was given to my mother by hers.”
She reached out with her right forefinger, watched by her enthralled companions, pressing first in the middle of the gold band, then squeezing a corner here, and pulling another there with her thumb. The box opened, revealing a slender white gold rope bracelet, from which hung rows of small and perfectly-formed white gold disks.
“It is my birth-bracelet,” Elayeen whispered, pointing a trembling finger at the shiniest of the disks nearest one end of the slender rope. “That is mine, the symbol of my name is engraved upon it. And there, my mother’s. And hers, and my great-grandmother’s, back through the generations. There are sixty-two names here, each of whom at one time held this box in safekeeping, before passing it to their own eldest daughter. And not one of them knew why they did so, only passing this down through time and the daughters’ line for the sake of the traditions of Minyorn.”
Elayeen sniffed, and gently wiped her eyes with the heel of her palm. Then, before either Allazar or Gawain could ask a question, she reached down, and closed the box with an audible click. Again, she pressed and pulled upon some hidden mechanisms in the gold band about the box, and turned it over, and opened it. Gawain caught his breath, and Allazar closed his eyes as if in despair before casting a look of great sympathy towards Elayeen.
There in the box, instead of the birth-bracelet, lay a slender object of complex design, which was, quite obviously, the key to the Morgmetal casket upon which Elayeen’s open bracelet-box now rested.
“I am she,” Elayeen whispered, her breath catching in a sob, “I am she who wears the emblem of Raheen, though I was born in the forest of Elvendere. I am she who bears the key. I am she who bears the wolf.”
And with that, she snapped the bracelet-box closed, leaving it atop the casket, and fled the hall in tears for the sanctuary of the apartment beyond the dais and its horse-engraved wooden thrones.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed. “What do I do, Allazar?”
“Go to her, Gawain, and do not leave her side this night! I shall close the hall behind me, and take the casket into safekeeping with me. Here, take the key in its box, but keep it from our lady’s sight unless she demands it of you. Master Arramin was right. The existence of the casket, and the passing of the key through sixty-two generations of elves, speaks of portents more dread even than the fact of the sword upon your back, or the circles in your father’s hall. Go, quickly! I will be nearby.”
Gawain nodded, and snatched up the slender wooden box, and pocketed it. Then he regarded the gold inlay and Elvish script upon the casket, and grimaced.
“Vakin eldenbeards!” he spat quietly, and turned, and hurried to Elayeen, finding her sobbing uncontrollably on their bed.
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7. Bladderweed
 
Hours later, in that gentle darkness which lies just beyond the falling of a soft spring night filled with all the promise of a summer soon to be, Elayeen stirred in Gawain’s arms.
“Are you awake, miheth?” he asked softly, stroking her hair.
“Yes.”
“Are you hungry? I can fetch you something to eat if you are.”
“No. Thank you.”
“Are you sure? I kept hearing the ladies going on about Maeve eating for two before Kamryn finally arrived. I’m not really sure who to believe in such matters. Stupid, I know, but I know more about pregnant mares and foaling than I do about women and childbirth.”
“I am sure. You might help me with my boots though. I should have taken them off before falling asleep.”
Gawain kissed the top of her head, and after a little fumbling, they drew apart. When he’d helped remove Elayeen’s boots, he kicked off his own, and sat high up on the bed beside her, she drawing her knees up under her chin and hugging them while he opened the shutter of a lamp to bathe the bed and most of the room in a dull, orange light.
“I hate the Shitheen,” Elayeen whispered, with a passion which surprised and alarmed Gawain. “I will forgive the Toorseneth before I forgive the Shitheen for Far-gor!”
“You know, I’m something of an expert in the destruction of towers and their occupants. I had a lot of practice. A hidden Sisterhood of mystic seers, though…”
“You can never return to Elvendere, G’wain. The Toorseneth, like Morloch, shall always remain beyond your reach.”
Gawain snorted, and laid a gentle hand upon her back between her shoulder-blades. “E, trust me when I say the tower in Ostinath and all its miserable occupants are well within striking distance of my vengeance.”
But she shook her head, and flexed her shoulders, gently nudging his hand away. “You shall never set foot in Great Forest of Elvendere again, G’wain. Nor shall I.”
“You seem very sure. Don’t mistake my gentle care of you since Dun Meven for softness, Elayeen. I shall vex Morloch ‘til his ending or mine, and I shall not tolerate the offences perpetrated against the Crown of Raheen by Toorsencreed, nor shall I have done with them simply by tossing a few into Flagellweed. Their betrayal runs much deeper than the corruption of Thallanhall, it extends to the complete betrayal of all eastern lands, and even to striking at these lands with evils of Morloch’s making.”
“They know you now, Gawain. They know the depth of your rage against Morloch and they know the power and the strength which vengeance lends to your arm. They need no mystic power to see the darkness in you and how you would use it to visit chaos and ruin upon them, just as you did when you trespassed Elvenheth and the Circle of Faranthroth to claim me.” She sighed, and gazed into the depths of the shadows in the corner of their bedchamber before continuing.
“Lord Rak tried to explain it to me, after Morloch and his Graken-rider attacked Tarn. The attack would not have been made at all had not Morloch known that you, and wizard Allazar, were far away, in Juria. Morloch knows you now, too, and your strengths, just as the Toorseneth knows you. The one thing the ToorsenViell expects you now to do is honour the ancient tradition you have mentioned often enough. Suffer no man to draw steel against a crown of Raheen.”
“And who am I to disappoint them, and my forebears to boot?”
Elayeen sighed again, this time with frustration, and muttered something in Elvish which he didn’t understand. “Did you not tell me of your teacher, and how his words, ghost-like, have influenced your actions these three years past?”
“Captain Hass,” Gawain conceded, frowning, and feeling frustration growing roots in the pit of his stomach, too.
“And what would his advice be, were he here, knowing that your enemy possessed full knowledge of your intentions and methods, had a host of warriors at their disposal both mystic and of common strength, and had many spies in their service, while you have but a handful of friends and nothing more than noble intentions to aid you?”
“He’d probably tell me to be creative.”
She turned her head and gazed at him coldly, the dull orange light reflecting eerily in her eyes. “There are a number of reasons, which you well know, why I shall never see my homeland again. As Elayeen-thalin, daughter of Thal-Hak, I am declared faranthroth. As Thalin-Elayeen Raheen, I am declared seed and source of plague, and the order for my destruction given and approved by Thallanhall. But more than these reasons, which in themselves would have every elf in my homeland yet loyal to Thallanhall reaching for their weapons on sight of me, I am she who is named in gold etched atop the casket delivered by wizard Corax. And you, Gawain, shall never set foot in Elvendere again because I am she who asks that you do not, for the sake of your unborn son.”
“Elayeen…”
“No, Gawain. I have travelled far from all safety and shared in the dangers which all rangers of elfkind in your service may at some time expect to endure. I did so for noble reasons, as well for some less than noble which my friend Valin saw so well in me along the way. I fought against myths and legends and denied the existence of Destiny, and faced death with as much courage as I could muster, and I did so clinging to the belief that my life was my own, and hoping through my struggle to prove it so.”
“But…”
“Hush! Now from the depths beneath a mountain which has stood since the world’s birthing comes a casket which may only be unlocked by the key carried through sixty-two generations of forebears and passed to my hand. My hand, G’wain! And upon the lid of that casket, in the ancient tongue of my distant ancestors, the proof of the lie that my path has at any time been one of my own choosing! They could not have made it clearer had they written my full and proper name on the thing!”
Elayeen folded her arms across her knees and with a long, drawn-out groan of loathing and disgust, laid her head upon them, eyes tight shut. Gawain waited, gathering his wits, and after a lengthy pause, drew in a breath.
“May I speak now?”
In the lamplight, he saw the slightest nod of her head.
“Do you remember, at Far-gor, when Arramin sent a Dove to Allazar, announcing the sighting of thousands of the enemy advancing towards us?”
Another slight nod.
“I refused to believe it, and asked Allazar to have the message confirmed, and confirmed it certainly was. Morloch’s army of ten thousand was the future of these lands and it was advancing towards us, and there was nothing, nothing at all, that anyone could do about it, save watch, and wait.”
“The Shitheen could have brought down the farak gorin a thousand years ago! If they saw the need for a casket and childish clues to its finding they surely also saw the need to open the gorge and prevent the world’s falling!”
“Or what they saw was unclear, and they felt the need to leave something else, another line of defence in case the first failed. We don’t even know what the casket contains, E, for all we know it may be a detailed explanation of their actions or the most profuse apology the world has ever known!”
“They foresaw our union, G’wain! All the pain and suffering we and our friends and all the peoples of these free lands have ever suffered, they saw! They saw Morloch’s rising and the burning of Raheen! They saw the treachery of Toorsen and all his followers and did nothing to forestall the flourishing of such evils as we and others have witnessed!”
Gawain leaned forward and threw his arm around her shoulders, his head touching hers.
“How many times have you looked at the sky, and known from its hue and from the clouds that rain will come? Sailors at sea with a sniff of the air and glance at waves and sky can foretell the arrival of a storm long before the wind rises and before those on land might wonder what weather approaches. And neither those at sea nor those on land can do anything about it, except prepare as best they can.
“Elayeen, I don’t know if you’re right or wrong about this Shitheen and their powers. I do know that from the moment I saw you, you had countless opportunities, as did I, of ending what you now believe is an unbroken chain of prophecy and prediction. I know my life is my own, so close has it come to being ended on so many occasions. I know your life is your own, too.”
“So you say, now. How often have you railed against those you call ‘eldenbeards’ for setting us on this path? How often did you rail against the curse of the throth which bound us, the throth which circles made possible, circles made by those same wizards of elder times? How often has the phrase ‘vakin eldenbeards’ passed your lips?”
“Almost every day. It’s part of a man’s nature to hunt around for something or someone else to blame for whatever misfortune befalls him. It was Morloch set me on my path, and while I have much to despise eldenbeards for, it was not they who destroyed my land. Allazar once even suggested I ought to be grateful for the sword and circles they left to aid me in my vexing of the black-eyed bastard. Though he knew he’d receive a lump on the back of his head for it, and got one, too.”
“Allazar is a whitebeard, G’wain, he is bound to defend his forebears as you would avenge yours.”
Gawain lifted his head in surprise, and hugged her a little tighter. “When have you ever used the word ‘whitebeard’ when speaking of Allazar? When have you ever used the word ‘whitebeard’ at all, come to that? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining, but if there’s one thing I cannot fault Allazar for, it’s his obvious love for you.”
“It’s easy for you to be calm, G’wain, and to try to make light of the darkness. You speak of storm clouds and the forecasting of weather as though such things bear any resemblance to the reality of the lessons and tales my mother taught me, or to the fact of my bracelet and the secret its box contains. That secret has been kept between and passed from mother and daughter for almost two thousand years. And I am its ending, not you.”
“For which our daughter, should we be so fortunate ever to know one, will I am sure be most grateful. Or would you rather pass this weight further down the line through your own children?”
“Now you are being cruel.”
“No, miheth. I am trying to be practical. Which is never easy when we are this close and alone. Yes, I know something of the dread of believing my future and my every step foretold. I have spoken of it with Allazar often, and there are tankards in taverns and inns from Jarn to Crownmount and back which can attest to that, since it’s usually over the rims of those things I’ve railed against the past.”
“Yet you make light of the casket.”
“No, I don’t make light of it, E. The thought that someone centuries ago parted some mystic curtain and glimpsed me beyond it, and saw my pain, saw the destruction of my people and left no warning or made no effort to prevent it fills me both with dread and disgust. But in quieter moments and in quieter conversations with Allazar, I have come to understand that perhaps that very someone did attempt to give warning, and did try to prevent that future coming to pass, but to no avail. Like the sailors on the ship, no amount of anything they might do will prevent the storm’s arrival. And being unable to prevent, they can only prepare, and take such precautions as they may. Perhaps, then, like the sword and circles, the Morgmetal box is such a precaution.”
She sighed, and turned to press her head into his chest, her arm reaching up around his neck.
“Easy for you to say, G’wain. It is not your name etched into the casket.”
“It’s not yours, either, my darling queen. It could have been any one of the sixty-two names on your bracelet, a prince of Raheen was banished to the lowlands every generation, and so could they have met, as we did. And if it all sounds easy for me to say, it’s because Allazar wittered on about sailors and storms at sea the last time I whined about eldenbeards. We were on the Melusine at the time, on our way back from the quest, and I’d lost my dinner overboard for the umpteenth time. I wasn’t best pleased with life in general, as I recall.”
“And you do not feel rage at the manner with which all your forebears were manipulated thus? Cast out from Raheen, to wander a year and a day, a custom doubtless manufactured by the eldenbeards you despise, simply against the possibility of the future we now face?”
Gawain caressed her head. “Tomorrow, perhaps I shall. But sitting here with you in my arms, on our own bed in our own Hall, after all we have endured, I can only feel relief, and joy. For so long, I thought I had lost you. Now I have you back.”
“Hold me close, then, G’wain, for I am losing myself. Already Ranger Leeny is fading. Soon, I do not know what I shall be.”
“You’ll always be my queen. You should be glad, you know. It could’ve been my brother you ended up with, and I was always the better-looking of the two of us.”
Elayeen tilted her head up, her eyes tear-stained and swollen, and kissed him.
“Are you sure you’re not hungry?” Gawain whispered.
“Some bread and cold cuts might be nice.”
“Good. I’m starving. I shan’t be long.” He kissed her again, and padded from the bed-chamber in his stockinged feet.
There was food on a table set against the wall to mark the place where later a stone hearth would be built, and he stood before it, his stomach rumbling. He sighed heavily, rubbing his right thigh where the corner of Elayeen’s bracelet-box had dug into his flesh all the time he’d been holding her in his arms. He shivered, then, while heaping meat, cheese and bread onto a large wooden platter. It was true that Allazar had gone some way to allaying his fears in the past concerning such things as destiny and prophecy, and it was true that the storm at sea allegory aboard the Melusine while heading to Porthmorl had made perfect sense at the time.
But it was also true that the Morgmetal spike Martan had found beneath the farak gorin, and the Morgmetal casket it had subsequently led to, were far, far more terrifying in their implications than a wet finger raised to gauge the wind, or the popping of bubbles in a clump of ocean bladderweed to forecast rain ever could be.
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8. Avongard
 
After a long and restless night, and a long and quiet breakfast alone in their apartments, Elayeen quietly informed Gawain that she intended to accept the D’ith Met’s offer of service. The fact that she did so while staring at her plate and keeping her eyes averted from his, he found somewhat troubling, and said so.
“It was to you he pledged, E, not to me. It’s your decision entirely. I don’t know why you’re looking so sheepish.”
“I know you harbour great distaste for wizards in general, G’wain.”
“Never eaten one. Seen a few cooked, though,” he mumbled through a mouthful of toast and honey, and then swallowed. “But in all seriousness, if he’d wished us harm he could have slaughtered us at Far-gor. He’s no Allazar, but as I said yesterday, I’d rather him be here where he might do some good, than sat on his backside in a salt mine in the north.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For not overruling my decision. You are my king, and could easily have done so.”
Gawain put down his half-eaten slice of toast. “You’re behaving very strangely this morning, miheth. I know you tossed and turned all night. Is there something I should know? Is your decision something to do with the casket?”
“It seems everything I have ever done is something to do with the casket, G’wain,” Elayeen sighed, and fiddled with her napkin. “I’m sorry. I just… I found myself thinking that if ever you and Allazar needed to go somewhere without me, I might still have a wizard’s aid should something of the Pangoricon find us here. And wizard Corax is young, and might learn from wizard Allazar many things which could help keep our son safe in years to come.”
“The only place I’d been planning to go recently was Ostinath. And you’ve insisted I never go there. I told Allazar a while ago that a large part of me wants never to be more than a hair’s breadth away from you. I know we can never be throth-bound again, E, but I still don’t like being away from you. At least when we were throth, I could feel where you were. Now, I have to ask, if ever I lose sight of you.”
“I know.”
“Have you made a decision about the casket, too?”
“I am not going to open it.”
Gawain’s eyebrows arched a little, but he said nothing, and picked up his toast and began eating again.
Elayeen tilted her head and looked at him, her hazel-green eyes wide with surprise but also with more than a hint of determination. “You’re not going to overrule that decision, either?”
“Mfff nod…” Gawain swallowed, “It’s not my decision to make, E. The key passed to you, not to me.”
She blinked, and seemed entirely at a loss for words.
“What?” he asked, the last of the toast hovering by his mouth, “Were you expecting an argument?” and then he popped the toast into his mouth and began munching, eyeing another slice on the plate with a degree of uncertainty.
“I think perhaps I was.”
Gawain decided that another slice of toast would be piggish on top of everything else he’d eaten, and pushed the plate away. Then he wiped his lips on his napkin, and reached out to take Elayeen’s hand, stilling her nervous fingers.
“The box is frightening in its implications,” he said gently, “Terrifying, even; though for me, not as terrifying as the prospect of you handing me a well-wrapped squealing pink bundle and saying here’s your son, please don’t drop him. But the casket is addressed to you, and the key was passed to you. It’s yours to open or leave closed. Besides,” and here he took a breath, and gazed at her earnestly, “The last time I asked you to do something against your judgement I nearly lost you, and thought I had, you and the wizard both. I asked you to step into the circles in my father’s hall, and afterwards, carrying you in my arms to the foot of the Downland Pass, I wished I had not.”
“I am not going to open it.”
Gawain nodded, and squeezed her hand, and then kissed her. “If you change your mind, and you want me beside when you do open it, I shall be there. The wizard, too. Or not, as you decide. Either or both of us, that is. If that makes sense.”
Elayeen smiled, and then beamed as if the weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders. “Yes, miheth, it does.”
“Good. D’you want the key back?”
“Yes, please.”
He fished the bracelet-box from his pocket, and handed it to her.
“You or Allazar could have opened the box last night,” she whispered.
“Not a chance. Besides, we would have needed you to teach us how to open the compartment containing the key.”
“Or simply smashed the box apart, it is only darkwood after all.”
“Bah. Are we done with breakfast?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Then let’s get on with the day, starting with whitebeard wossisname.”
“Corax.”
“Yes, him. It’s time we used those new chairs for something, I suppose. Are there cushions, or are we supposed to sit on the bare wood? In Raheen, the thrones were of marble, and cushions were essential.”
 
There were cushions, and they were indeed essential, the chairs on the dais were hard and angular and designed to appear imposing rather than serve as functional, comfortable furniture. And they had to wait awhile before Allazar could be found, and then in turn Corax summoned to the hall. Finally, while Gawain was fiddling impatiently with the longsword propped against the throne’s armrest, the two wizards entered the hall, and stood before the Crowns of Raheen.
“Your Majesties,” Allazar announced, “Met Corax, in answer to your summons.”
Gawain nodded, and Corax advanced half a pace, and bowed.
“Serre wizard Corax,” Elayeen spoke quietly, her lilting voice carrying the length of the long-house. “Yesterday you fulfilled your duties to Threlland and to Serre wizard Arramin, and in sight and hearing of the king here in his hall, you pledged service to me. Do you still hold true to your pledge?”
“I do, your Majesty. My service is yours, for as long as you wish it, and for as long as I am able.”
“Thank you, Serre wizard. I accept your pledge. My first requirement of you is that you learn well from wizard Allazar any lessons and knowledge he may impart, in particular concerning the creatures of the Pangoricon. My second is that you assist wizard Allazar in his search for an entry into the hill, the existence and purpose of which will, I am sure, be explained to you.”
“My lady,” Corax bowed again.
The formalities over, Elayeen softened her aspect, and her voice, accordingly. “You spoke of dated news from Threlland yesterday, was all well with our friends there when you left? Did anything befall Tarn after my departure?”
“Nothing befell Tarn to my knowledge, my lady, though defences were raised and strengthened there, as well as in other parts of the kingdom. I fear such news as I possessed when I left is nothing more than you will have heard from those of Sarek’s Rangers who found you long before I myself did.
“There was only one thing of any note which occurred in the time between the rangers leaving and my own departure. The great chasm in the north has been named. As I understand it, there was much debate concerning the name, and whether it should honour Raheen, or all the southern lands who stood together there. It was, I believe, Master Arramin’s suggestion, supported by Master Dakar, which won favour with Threlland’s Crown and Court. The chasm is now known as Avongard Canyon.”
Gawain smiled, and nodded approvingly. “Arramin told us the myth about the Avongard, and how it was believed the waters of that river are so pure no dark-made forces of evil could cross it.”
“The Hallencloister does not believe that the River Avongard exists, my lord,” Corax offered.
“That’s because they’ve never travelled part of its length along the great ridge from Calhaneth to Ostinath on a barge powered by the subterranean flow,” Gawain declared, “Besides, it’s a good name. Morloch’s forces won’t be crossing it except on wings, and if I know Lord Rak of Tarn and Major Sarek, those that do will find an enthusiastic welcome awaits them in Threlland.”
“My lord,” Corax agreed politely.
“Well then,” Gawain smiled. “If there is no other news or information to impart?” and on seeing a slight shake of the head from the D’ith Met, continued: “Then I am sure you and Allazar have much to discuss. Allazar, a word before you go.”
“My lord.”
When Corax had taken his leave, Gawain and Elayeen stepped down from the dais, Gawain unconsciously rubbing the crease in the back of his thighs left by the throne.
“My lady has decided the casket is to remain closed. Perhaps it might be safer in our apartments until somewhere more secure can be found for it?”
“Of course, Longsword, I’ll fetch it at once.”
“And as Elayeen wishes, ask Corax to give you a hand finding the door into the hill. Two sticks are better than one, as idiots who know nothing about wizards might say.”
“Three, actually,” Allazar smiled a little smugly, “Met Corax has retained his Rod of Aemon.”
“Up his sleeve, I presume?”
“Tucked in a long pocket of his trousers.”
“I can think of other places for a wizard’s stick when it proves completely useless for anything other than leaning on.”
“I shall endeavour to educate our new arrival in the recognition of kingly humour, Longsword.”
“What makes you think I was joking?”
“When you’ve earned as many lumps as I have, the signs and portents of another’s approach eventually become apparent even to a dullard such as I.”
Gawain smiled. “Keep an eye on him, Allazar. There aren’t many of us here in Last Ridings now the building of the hall is done, and such secrets as we have I’d like to keep well-guarded.”
“I’ll keep both eyes on him.”
“And see what he’s like with Imzenn’s stick, and what range he has with it.”
“I shall. And you, Longsword, what are you and our lady’s plans for the day?”
“We’ll wait for you to return the casket, then I think we’ll go for a ride. It’s that or hang around here for news of Kamryn’s latest efforts and I’m not really sure I can bear the excitement.”
“I fear, miheth, you must ride alone. I promised Maeve I would visit her again today.”
“Really?”
“Yes. And I am late. I am learning a great deal from her, and not just concerning infants. Please find a safe place for the casket, G’wain. I don’t need to know where.”
And with that, she kissed him on the cheek, and swept from the hall into the sunshine outside where Valin stood waiting to greet her.
Allazar became suddenly grave. “It is as though the casket never arrived here… has our lady spoken of it?”
“Other than to declare that she won’t open it, no, not much. Last night she spoke of her loathing for that Sisterhood, and effectively forbade me from ever setting foot in Elvendere again, in spite of my desire to wreak havoc upon the Toorseneth. I did my best to comfort her, Allazar, and to allay the worst of her fears, but that wasn’t easy considering my own forebodings where that Dwarfspit box is concerned. There are times I’m secretly glad our throth was broken, and last night was one of them, so she couldn’t feel my fear of the thing.”
The wizard favoured his king with a deeply sympathetic gaze. “I myself slept little. There are many ways to interpret the existence of the casket, and also the key passed down through so many generations. Try as I might, I could not convince myself that any were entirely benevolent.”
“Well. I told her that the casket was addressed to her, and the key handed to her through an unbroken chain whose links date back an alarming number of centuries. The decision must be hers, Allazar. Believe me when I say, after what happened to us in Raheen, I shall not press her to open the relic.”
“And yet, the casket is intended to be opened, and by the very key passed to her hand. It is too soon for me to understand all the implications of this thing, Longsword, I must digest the notes Master Arramin has left for me. In the meantime, I shall fetch the box and pass it to your care. Hide it well, and out of sight, and when I have some tangible advice to give concerning its opening I shall make it known to you.”
“Do you still think we’ll be left in peace, Allazar, here in Last Ridings? Here, where even eldenbeards long dead and dust can reach out across the chasm of ages to touch our lives?”
“When I was a boy, Longsword, I thought time like an Avongard, flowing endlessly and across which the evils of a bygone age could not pass.”
“And now?”
“Now I must fetch for you a box whose existence proves the foolishness of youth, and makes me doubt the wisdom of an age which can so afflict the lives of those for whom I care.”
And with another look of profound sympathy, Allazar left Gawain alone in the hall.
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9. Almost To The Hour
 
Not even the Last Riders of Raheen remembered the anniversary of Gawain’s banishment when, on the first day of June, he took himself off on foot heading towards the promontory at the tip of the wedge of land that was their new home.
Elayeen was with Meeya visiting Maeve, and no mention of the casket hidden away in the apartments had been made by anyone since Gawain himself had secreted it, safe from all but a determined search. Silence on the subject did not, however, prevent the exchange of meaningful glances at mealtimes between Allazar and himself, the wizard giving the slightest shake of his head to indicate he’d not yet discovered an answer in Arramin’s notes as to the casket’s contents or purpose.
And so here he was, his head full of turmoil and his heart full of melancholy memories, striding from the hall, alone, passing around the southern side of the hill, heading for the westernmost spit of land where he could sit in solitude and gaze at the headlong rush of the Sudenstem, there to watch the chaos of its waters crashing against the rocks at the river’s first forking.
Gwyn, however, ambled a few hundred yards behind him, pausing now and then to rip great mouthfuls of lush long grass from the verdant soil around them; although Gawain’s faithful charger might not recall the fateful anniversary, she felt her chosen rider’s mood and his sense of loss, and shared it, and he was grateful for her presence.
He’d rounded the hill with its rickety watchtower where now stood Valin on his lonely watch, when movement to his right caught Gawain’s eye. Allazar, Corax, and Jaxon, the former Gorian slave standing waist deep in a hole he himself was digging while the two wizards leaned on their sticks and looked on. Gawain blinked, and strode at once towards them, anger rising until he saw that both wizards were filthy and sweating, and that obviously all three had been taking it in turns to dig.
“Good morning, your Majesty,” Corax bowed.
“Morning, Longsword,” Allazar mumbled, looking distinctly sheepish for his grubbiness.
“Good morning, Serre!” Jaxon beamed enthusiastically from the narrow trench cut some eight feet long and three deep.
“Morning,” Gawain grunted. “There was I on a fine morning’s walk when I spied a hole, and a couple of wizards looking into it. Care to explain, Allazar? Digging a shallow grave for a giant? Or shall I send for Martan of Tellek to aid this attempt at burglarising the hill?”
Allazar sniffed, and did his best to look haughty in spite of the dirt smeared on his face and robes. “It is not a grave, and we are not burglarising the hill, Longsword, we are conducting, with Serre Jaxon’s welcome assistance, a wizardly examination of the soil in accordance with the specialist knowledge and experience possessed by Met Corax.”
“Indeed?”
“Indeed. Met Corax has pointed out that the land which we now call Last Ridings has often in the past been subject to flooding, and thus, much silt has been deposited here, in layers, through the ages. Beneath us must be a bed of rock much harder and thus more durable than that to the north and south where the river has cut its channels.”
“Well obviously,” Gawain folded his arms. Allazar ignored the interruption.
“Consequently, there is every likelihood that the door into the hill is in fact buried beneath our feet. We are attempting to ascertain how deep such an entrance might in fact be located.”
“Clearly. What baffles me is why you didn’t do this weeks ago, when first we arrived.”
Allazar blinked, and gaped.
“If we can ascertain the depth of the bedrock, my lord,” Corax announced hurriedly in an attempt to rescue Allazar, “We should be able to extrapolate from the slope of the hill its actual base, and from that, deduce the likely distance from its existing base at which an entrance might be located. Then, since any door is unlikely to face the forceful main flow from the west, nor indeed the north or the south where banks are likely to be burst by high water, we shall concentrate our search to the eastern side of the hill.”
“Of course. Good work. Carry on.” And with that, Gawain turned and marched away to the west, chuckling happily to himself at the astonished looks he left behind him.
His mood, however, didn’t remain light-hearted for very long. The walk demanded more attention the further west he went, the land becoming turbulent and rising steadily, outcrops of weathered granite poking through heather and bracken on the approach to the headland.
The promontory itself would’ve been a good place for a small fortified village had it been a little broader and much flatter, but its uneven terrain would have required far too much effort to level for construction. Besides, there was nowhere closer than the quay away off to the southeast for an enemy to land, at least not in safety. At the top of the headland he glanced over his shoulder, and saw the conical hill rising sharply, and the figures below it taking it in turns to dig their distant hole. Below, the waters of the Sudenstem seemed to boil against the rocky outcrop of the spit, powerful eddies swirling this way and that as the river branched.
He could see straight up the broad unbroken flow of the mighty river clear to the western horizon, and he sat, cross-legged, listening to the roar of the tumult below.
Your Highness. You have reached the age of majority these two weeks past. And now has come the time which must be endured by all sons of the Royal House of Raheen. Thus it has been, thus it is, and thus ever shall. By Royal Decree, Prince Gawain, son of Davyd, you are henceforth banished from the Kingdom of Raheen, not to set foot on its most treasured soil until a period of one year and one day has passed. This, in the King's name, this, in sight of the sword, this is judgement.
 
Cordell’s voice seemed to rise out of the din from the rocks below, and Gawain sighed. Three years to the day, almost to the hour, since the old and highly-respected Lord High Chamberlain had uttered the proclamation. Three years since the decree which had sent the young man on his way into the lowlands, thrusting him out into the world just as the placid Lake Arrunmere sent the Sudenstem on its headlong rush to crash against the rocks below.
A year spent roaming the lands, meeting friend and enemy alike, chance encounters along the way, though some of those seemed now to have been pre-ordained in the mists of myth, not the least of which took place on a moonlit autumn night at the edge of a great forest…
A year spent in rage, wreaking havoc upon the Ramoth and their false god, Morloch, alerting the lands to the threat from the north, crawling beneath the Teeth in an attempt to staunch the flow of evil crossing the great rip in the world there in the deep dark below the mountains.
And a year spent in the misery of heartbreak, his love afflicted by the circles in Raheen’s hall, all of them enduring the horror of Calhaneth and the tedium of the great water road which led to Elvendere’s betrayal of all eastern lands, standing in the shadow of the Toorseneth at Ostinath. And then, face to face with Morloch’s horde at the Battle of Far-gor, but hardly had the dust from the collapse of the farak gorin settled before the quest for the Orb of Arristanas, and a return to that dread, dead city in the south.
History, and all its moments, gone, like Raheen, in the blink of an eye. Time, like the Sudenstem, racing by, sometimes barely a ripple on the surface, sometimes a raging maelstrom, crashing and tumbling, but always relentless in its passing. No matter…
Another voice then, ringing clear through the tumult. His father’s.
No matter. You will return to us in a year and a day. And regale us with tales of adventure and startling heroism, just like your brother did. I have always been proud of you. I know you will do well. Remember who you are, and be true to yourself, and to Raheen.
 
“I will, father.” Gawain had replied, with as much princely strength as he could muster.
Moments in time, now no more than memories, and those, too, gone forever, when at last all who carried them were themselves no more. No-one in the Hall of Raheen that day would remember those moments, for only Gawain yet lived to hold them, like a handful of water scooped from the river, cupped in a fragile palm whose futile grip itself is held only briefly in the hands of others before its passing.
But some things, he knew, endure. He closed his eyes and sought to calm the rush of thought and memories, a wry smile dancing on his lips. Calm? On the boat, leaving Mereton on Lake Arrunmere, they’d seen swans gliding across the glass-like surface of the water, beautiful, serene, elegant. Yet the crystal-clear waters proved the lie of that serenity, revealing the birds’ feet paddling furiously beneath them.
Some things endure. Morloch yet lived, and still drew his plans against the southlands. The Toorseneth yet flourished and with invisible strings had guided elves’ lives for so long that few suspected much less knew the enormity of their treachery.
Some things endure. A graven pillar crested with evil set atop a hill in Mornland, home to not one but three creatures unknown in elder times, creatures not to be found within the pages of Morloch’s Pangoricon. Creatures which had survived long centuries after their creation.
Some things endure. A graven spike driven into a rock floor in a tunnel cut thirteen centuries before Gawain’s birth, a spike bearing symbols which only a few of the kindred living today possessed the wits to comprehend, and thence follow, leading to a casket made to endure for as long as it took for ancient prophecies to come to pass.
Some things endure. Circles etched and swimming deep within a polished marble floor high atop a plateau which had stood since the world’s birth; a sword, set at the centre of those circles, the faint stain of strange aquamire now swimming in its rune-etched steel. A sword which had last been drawn, one-handed, by a boy-king of Raheen, and wielded against the darkest of evils more than three hundred years ago.
Gawain’s heart slowed and the din of the river seemed to subside a little. Three hundred years ago, Armun Tal and his invasion of Raheen, the Goth-lord and his army of clawflies rendered smouldering ashes by the blade, with the aid of Gillyan Treen’s well-thrown arrow.
Three hundred years ago, when a tall stone pillar was placed atop a steep-sided hill in Mornland, and through the evil of its four black eyes hidden from view, three foul creatures magically tethered there, there to prey upon any and all creatures which might unwittingly venture within range of the mystic leash binding them.
Three hundred years ago, when… Gawain held his breath, waiting for the insight of strange aquamire to reveal to him the memories of another story, one he felt might still the writhing worms of clues and portents set wriggling by Meeya’s tales of Elayeen’s adventures in the wilds and midlands of Mornland and Arrun.
And then, as his breath began to strain and his heart began to pound, a glimpse of an answer seemed to swim towards him as if through the mists of a damp dawn, before a bell rang, distant yet piercing, and shattered the moment, the insight lost.
“Dwarfspit!” he cursed, and opened his eyes, anger and frustration joining forces with his need for breath as he gasped and stood, blinking in the sunshine.
Valin had rung the bell in the watchtower for a reason. Before him, in the west, and moving quickly towards Last Ridings, a dory, oars dipping in and out of the water, adding haste to a boat already proceeding at fair clip on the fast-flowing river.
Gawain paused then, and his expression shifted from annoyance and frustration to curiosity and concern; there was a pennant streaming from the top of the dory’s mast, and even from the considerable distance between the boat and the headland, he could see it was black and gold, the colours of Callodon. He turned, then, and strode away from the spit, down the rocky slope to the level ground where Gwyn stood waiting patiently, ears pricked. She began turning towards the hill even before his last stride brought him within reach of her blonde mane, and no sooner had he nimbly leapt up onto her back than she began her canter.
At the hole, the three mucky figures ceased their examination of exposed cuttings and turned to watch Gawain’s rapid approach.
“Boat from West Forkings,” Gawain called as Gwyn slowed briefly, “Flying black and gold. I’ll send a horse for you, Allazar, if Jaxon and Corax have a mind to keep working.” And then he was off, Gwyn’s hooves thundering and kicking up clods.
Corax and Jaxon knew the difference between a question and a regal command, and continued at the hole while Allazar made his hurried away around the hill, and Gawain, glancing back over his shoulder, was pleased to see the urgency with which the First of Raheen was moving. It had been a month since they’d left Dun Meven. The dory with its Callodonian pennant could only mean news from the west, and west, most everyone agreed, was the direction from which any threat to the lands was likely to come.
At the hall, horses were already being saddled, the two Callodon guardsmen busying themselves in readiness to greet the vessel when it docked, and the Crown’s Guard readying horses too. Gawain gave the order for Allazar’s mount to be taken to him, and then, glimpsing Elayeen and Meeya emerging from Maeve’s cottage, gave them a wave and a hand signal for them to remain at the hall while he turned Gwyn to canter to the quay.
News! The word flashed in his mind, and he grinned as Gwyn quickened her pace to the quay. News, and it would be nothing to do with a baby’s pooping!
 
“My lord,” Tyrane smiled, stepping onto the quayside and snapping a salute.
Gawain grinned, and strode forward, clasping the surprised Major’s arm and gripping it enthusiastically. “Tyrane, my friend! It’s good to see you! I felt sure Brock would name you the new Curator of Dun Meven and it’d be a whitebeard’s age before I ever saw you again!”
“Thank you, my lord, and no, the post of Curator of Dun Meven has gone to a retired officer of the King’s Own, Bennard. A good man, and a good choice. He’s taken to the task vigorously too, there’s still a lot of rebuilding to do.”
“Of course. What’s all this?” Gawain pointed to the crates and boxes being unloaded onto the dock by the dory’s crew.
“Ah, a few odds and ends his Majesty thought you might appreciate, and some I picked up at Mereton on my way here. Is there a wagon?”
“There is,” Gawain laughed, “We may be in a backwater but we’re not entirely primitive. You’ll stay, of course?”
Tyrane nodded. “For as long as duty permits. And by your leave, this gentleman too, if he is welcome? He comes highly recommended by his Majesty.” Tyrane indicated a slightly hunched, sharp-nosed elderly fellow who seemed hale and hearty, and was unloading wicker baskets onto the quayside to the accompaniment of cooing from the feathered occupants therein.
“Serre Harribek Anhelo,” Tyrane announced, and the elderly man looked up at Gawain with small, bright eyes, and took off his cap.
“Milord,” the man acknowledged, “Birdmaster in ‘is Majesty’s service, man an’ boy. Pleased to be of service to ye, milord, an’ I generally answer to ‘Arribek, or just plain Birdmaster, as ye might please.”
Gawain, slightly bemused by the birdlike fellow and his baskets of pigeons, nodded an acknowledgement.
Tyrane dropped his voice a little. “His Majesty is keenly aware of the distances now between locations of strategic importance, and felt it might be prudent to appoint a bird-keeper to your service. That way, messages might be exchanged faster than by rider and river boat.”
“Does Brock believe there’ll be a need for such speedy communications with me, then?”
Tyrane glanced around the dock, and Gawain took the hint.
“Come then, let’s to the hall. I’ll send wagons for Serre Harribek and his feathered friends, and for the remainder of this considerable amount of cargo.”
Gawain nodded to Tam, Clane, and Bari to remain at the dock to keep an eye on proceedings, and led his friend to the horses, where the wizard was waiting.
“Serre wizard Allazar,” Tyrane announced, “Been doing some gardening?”
Gawain laughed.
“No, Major, I have been conducting a detailed examination of the soil here in Last Ridings. Alas, the speed of your arrival prevented me from making myself presentable in time.”
“Not that there’s anything wrong with gardening,” Gawain beamed.
“I believe that would depend on what seed has been sown,” Tyrane declared, rather ominously, and they set off for the new Hall of Raheen.
Gawain had the distinct feeling that news of baby Kamryn’s latest movements might in fact be preferable to whatever his friend Tyrane was waiting to divulge.
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10. Three Hundred Years
 
“So,” Gawain sighed, placing his goblet on the long table, the pleasantries over. “What news from the world upriver? There’s doubtless a very good reason why Brock has sent you here.”
“Several reasons, m’lord,” Tyrane pushed away the plate before him and leaned forward, gathering his thoughts in the cool of the hall. “And few of them good. Much has happened in the weeks since you left Dun Meven, and with your permission, I’ll save the worst of it ‘til last?”
Gawain frowned, and nodded, steeling himself against whatever dread tidings Tyrane had brought with him from the west. He saw Elayeen draw herself up too, from the corner of his eye, and even Allazar looked distinctly less comical in spite of the mud and dirt still smeared on his face and clothing.
“Firstly then, m’lord, to the far west, and the Jarn Gap. General Igorn and his Majesty both are now convinced that the Old Kingdom is on the brink of an uprising which, they are sure, will see Pellarn restored. If it’s successful, of course.”
“He knows of the Goth-lord Maraciss and his withdrawal to Simatheum on the other side of the Eramak?”
Tyrane nodded. “He does, m’lord. And not just from the information you sent him following your return from the city in the south of the forest. Refugees crossing the River Ostern have lately brought with them increasingly coherent and detailed information which confirms the intelligence passed to you by Imperator Berek, and many of the tales they tell agree with one another well enough that Callodon’s court believes them genuine. More to the point, Igorn and his Majesty believe them, and that’s enough for the Black and Gold in the South-halt and in the Gap to have their readiness quietly increased.”
“Increased to what? What’s Brock planning?”
“I believe, m’lord, though it is a personal intuition and there is nothing official to support my view, you understand… this is my opinion and not official Callodon policy?”
“Of course,” Gawain agreed hastily.
“I believe, m’lord, his Majesty is planning to provide military support to the civil uprising he believes is inevitable.”
“But much of the Pellarn Resistance is comprised of Gorian Praetorians!” Allazar gasped, “Or so we had it from the commander of the Emperor’s First Cohort himself! Does Brock not know this?”
“He does, Serre wizard. General Igorn had his suspicions about the qualities possessed by some of the refugees crossing the border, and on receiving information concerning your encounter with Imperial forces in Elvendere, took steps to discover the truth of their identity. I do not know what means he used, but an uneasy contact and subsequent discussions have been made with them.”
“Brock is dealing with officers of the Gorian Empire?” Gawain was astonished.
“Indirectly, through Igorn, yes, m’lord. He has come to believe that such contact might be tolerable should a free Pellarn be the end result. But of course, his Majesty has no direct dealings with the Gorians himself. The General serves as a shield between the Crown and the Empire, and will fall on his sword if necessary to protect the throne from any hint of collusion with the old enemy in the far west.”
Gawain shook his head in disbelief. Callodon’s intolerance of all things Gorian was well-known throughout the lands, and on sea, too.
“And yet,” Allazar muttered thoughtfully, “If indeed Pellarn can shake off the Imperial yoke, and the barriers against the Empire at the Eramak can be restored…”
“The ends would justify the means,” Tyrane finished on behalf of the wizard. “Such is his Majesty’s view. As I understand it, there are few in the court who are privy to the dealings between Igorn and Gorian representatives, and rightly so. But there is genuine excitement at the prospect of the Old Kingdom’s liberation.”
“This time, though, there is no One Thousand to ride alongside the Black and Gold,” Gawain mused.
“No, alas. And his Majesty of course remains circumspect. He wished you to know, though, lest you had any advice or knowledge which might stay him from acting precipitously?”
“Only that which I wrote to him in haste at Harks Hearth on our way to Dun Meven.”
“If,” Allazar announced, “If it is true that Maraciss took Pellarn with the aid of Salaman Goth all those years ago in order to locate and obtain the Orb of Arristanas, and since he withdrew his forces from Pellarn Castletown in order that the Orb be tested against the defenceless folk there, it may be that the resources expended in the attempt to recapture the Orb have left him greatly weakened.”
“That’s a lot of ifs, Allazar.”
“True,” the wizard conceded, “But I recall, Longsword, on our voyage back to Porthmorl on the Melusine, you wondered aloud how many dark wizards Maraciss had at his disposal, since so many were expended against us in the hunt for the Orb.”
“Aye, that’s also true,” Gawain admitted. “They certainly seem to have more black sticks on their side than we have white on ours.”
“Perhaps ‘had’ is now a better word, m’lord?”
Gawain sighed. “You of all people know how pitiful were our forces and resources at Far-gor, Tyrane. And those forces and resources were drawn and pooled from all lands. Callodon stands alone at the Jarn Gap and the South-halt, and yet Brock is seriously preparing to invade and assist the locals in liberating Pellarn?”
“That is only my opinion, m’lord. But the lists which I’ve seen of supplies and materiel destined for our troops in the Jarn Gap certainly suggest nothing less than a large-scale incursion across the Ostern.”
“And what forces are there opposing Brock on the west bank?”
“From all accounts and intelligence received, most of those forces you named as Simanian Regulars withdrew with their overlords across the Eramak and on to Simatheum where this Maraciss dwells. What power and authority now remains of Maraciss in Pellarn is in the hands of civil authorities backed by mercenaries.”
“So Callodon believes.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“Well. We’re in no position here to gainsay anything Igorn has learned in the field there at the Gap. And I can’t think of any advice for Brock save ‘be very careful’. For myself, I would want my own trusted ears and eyes reporting on the situation in Pellarn, and not to have to rely on tales borne by strangers, and Gorian strangers at that.”
“And yet, Longsword, you parted in friendship with Imperator Berek, and risked all so to do.”
“Just because an enemy is honourable doesn’t make him a friend, Allazar. Granted, there was much to like in Berek. But he is a son of Goria, a loyal servant of his Emperor, born and raised in a land whose ways we find abhorrent and scarcely believe civilised people might tolerate, much less embrace. His first duty was always to the Empire, and always will be. There is a reason why I did not give him your copy of your pocket Pangoricon when they took their leave of us on the Melusine.”
“Yes,” the wizard nodded sternly, “I did wonder about that myself, at the time.”
“If the Goth-lords and the Emperor are busy fighting amongst themselves, they hopefully will have neither the time nor the inclination to turn their attention to the east. We’re poorly defended as it is without the might of the Empire bursting through the Gap.”
“Hence his Majesty’s desire to help in the restoration of a free Pellarn, m’lord. It might go some way to bolstering defences and deterring any further Imperial incursions.”
“And the darkness our friend Jaxon spoke of?”
“M’lord?”
“Just because Maraciss withdrew his regulars and overlords doesn’t mean the Old Kingdom is held in the clutches of nothing stronger than the feeble grip of a mercenary hand. There may be Grimmand, or worse, waiting to wreak havoc upon the unSighted and unwary. If I wanted to secure the west bank of the Ostern and I were a Goth-lord, I’d seed it with Spikebulb and Flagellweed, and go about my business entirely unconcerned.”
“I believe his Majesty and General Igorn have prepared for such contingencies, m’lord. Some of the Kindred Rangers serving Callodon have been asked to patrol the region and cast a Sighted eye over the terrain, and towards the sky, too. Nothing untoward has been reported yet.”
“Well, that’s something, anyway. Did Brock not write to me with such details?”
“No, m’lord. He didn’t want to commit to paper anything which might survive to disturb the Crown at a later date, particularly where Goria is concerned. But mention of the Kindred Rangers brings me to other news.”
“Oh that sounds ominous,” Allazar declared.
“In truth, m’lord, I believe it is. And I am sorry to be the bearer of such tidings, m’lady, particularly in light of your recent battle at Dun Meven. The news concerns Juria, and Elvendere.”
Elayeen said nothing, and simply waited patiently while Tyrane took a sip of wine for his voice.
“Word has reached us, m’lord, m’lady, that an elfwizard, Serat of the Ahk-Viell, has been appointed as a special ambassador to Juria.”
“That Toorsencreed bastard!” Gawain spat in surprise, “The one that barred our way at the last upon the Morrentill? Him?”
“Aye, m’lord. Him indeed. It seems he arrived at Hellin’s Hall at about the same time Oze and his Toorsengard set out for Dun Meven. He claimed to have learned by some mystic means of a blight upon Juria’s vineyards and crops, and announced that Elvendere’s Thallanhall wished to extend the hand of friendship to Juria in honour of Hellin’s late father, the two lands sharing such a long, unbroken border.”
“This is incredible…” Gawain gasped.
“Neither I nor Callodon’s court yet possess all the details, but it seems that in light of the wizard Mahlek’s failure to prevent or deter incursions by a Graken-rider throughout the winter, Hellin accepted Elvendere’s offer of assistance. Serat and one of his lap-dogs cleared weed and spore from the vineyards and fields around Juria Castletown, and have remained there ever since.
“More, m’lord, Hellin herself seems to have become deaf to all advice to the contrary concerning Elvendere and Serat, and even harder of heart since news of Jerryn’s death reached her ears. It is rumoured that Serat has suggested a lasting alliance through marriage with an elf lord. His Majesty King Brock is convinced she will accept, if only to crush the hopes of fawning Jurian suitors and thus ensure through such an alliance she will retain the crown. Not even the most ambitious of Juria’s nobility would dream of risking conflict with Elvendere by attempting to snatch the crown from Hellin’s head, were she betrothed to an elf of rank in the Thallanhall.”
Gawain slumped back in his seat. “And when news of Oze arrived? Did she not understand the depth of that treachery?”
“It seems, m’lord, that when birds from Callodon arrived at our representative’s own quarters in Juria and news of Dun Meven was in turn relayed to her Majesty, Serat was swiftly able to explain away the elfwizard Oze’s actions with a credible performance. He claimed the attack upon Dun Meven and your lady were the actions of a deranged individual desperately seeking the power that some ancient artefact would give him. An artefact Serat claims was stolen at Far-gor, and of course her Majesty has learned of the events which took place there. My lord, I can see from your expression your rising anger. I’m sorry, but these are the reports received from trusted individuals well placed to receive reliable news from Hellin’s court.”
“I understand, Tyrane. And I’m neither doubting your news nor the reliability of the sources which have provided it. I simply cannot believe Hellin could hold to such a course, not after Far-gor, not after Elvendere’s betrayal of all the kindred races.”
“This Serat is a persuasive speaker, m’lord. And clearly possesses mystic power as well as the power of plausible oratory. I do not like to be the one to say it, but Hellin of Juria has not been herself since her father was slain before her eyes, and her heart doubly broken by the ancient protocol which sundered her from Jerryn at the very same moment. She is become far removed from the lady she once was.”
“We are all very far from the people we once were, Major,” Elayeen sighed, with genuine sadness. “The wheel of life can be cruel, and many are broken upon it.”
“And the Ahk-Viell are capable of wielding great mystic power well beyond the Viell’s own domain,” Allazar said quietly, his eyes shrouded with concern. “Oze was of the medyen-Viell, and therefore limited in what he could achieve, so far was he from Elvendere. Otherwise he would have had no need for his ‘gard escort, nor for a siege, at Dun Meven.”
“There’s more though, isn’t there, Tyrane?”
The tall and travel-weary officer nodded. “The rangers which served in Juria’s Castletown have abandoned it. They will not set foot within walls where Serat and his growing retinue now dwell. Hellin has gifted Serat a stone-built dwelling near the Keep as an Embassy, and it’s there where he and his Toorsen contingent are to be found when not in Hellin’s own hall. The rangers are now to be found on mid-range or long-range patrol, and are of course kindly treated and highly regarded in the outlying farms and villages where such patrols take their rest.”
“This news beggars belief,” Gawain shook his head again. “Does Hellin not understand the will of her people? Does her grief for her father and for Jerryn truly blind her to the insanity of aligning herself with the very faction which betrayed us all to Morloch, or has this Toorsencreed elfwizard cast some spell on her?”
“Alas, m’lord, I cannot say. I can say that the new Curator of Dun Meven has been ordered to lay up supplies and rebuild quicker, and much stronger than before. His Majesty is greatly alarmed by these events in Juria, but with circumstances in the west demanding his full attention, there is little or no action he can take to encourage a change in Juria’s course. Considered opinion in Callodon is that the people of Juria will make their feelings known well enough in due course. His Majesty asked me to ask you, m’lord, not to cross the border into Hellin’s lands. No-one can say how she might react should you do so.”
“I can imagine Brock putting it a little more succinctly, Tyrane. Something like ‘Stay away from vurken Juria, Gawain!’ would likely be closer to the mark.”
Tyrane smiled, although grimly. “Aye, m’lord. Something just like that.”
There was a long pause, while the four at the table pondered the gravity of this unexpected news.
“There’s something else, m’lord. News which arrived only recently, and found me at Mereton on the lake while waiting for Harribek Anhelo to arrive with his birds.”
“Birds?” Elayeen asked, worry over events in Juria still plain to see in her expression.
“Brock has sent a fellow named Harribek Anhelo,” Gawain explained, “With baskets filled with pigeons. He’s a Birdmaster, or something.”
“The pigeons will permit rapid communication with his Majesty,” Tyrane added. “And once the Birdmaster has made a roost here and new birds are bred, they can be trained and taken to Callodon to permit rapid communication in this direction. He’s a good fellow, m’lady, and may be trusted.”
“The tent will have to do for him for now,” Gawain muttered, “Out there with Corax.”
“Wizard Corax, m’lord? From Far-gor?”
“Aye, he’s here. Turned up a few days ago, from Threlland.”
“Ah. Well, I hope he had better news than I have left to tell. While I was waiting for the Birdmaster, a rider came in from Harks Hearth ahead of Harribek. Do you know Porthmennen, the port town on the southern coast?”
“Four days southeast of the Hearth, opposite Porthmorl at the foot of the triangle formed by all three towns.”
“Aye, m’lord.”
“What of it?” Gawain asked, stomach twitching in anticipation of a fresh delivery of worms.
“Two of its fields have been seeded with Flagellweed.”
“When was this?” Allazar gaped.
“Eight days ago now. Officer in charge of the fleet stationed there sent a bird with the news direct to Callodon. There’s all manner of confusion at Porthmennen, by all accounts. They have no wizard, of course, and a copy of Serre wizard Allazar’s book has only recently arrived there. Alas, word of events in Dun Meven reached them by sea from Porthmorl before the Flagellweed was sown, so they’d already learned of Spikebulb being deployed in Arrun and at Dun Meven as well. Consequently no attempt has been made to clear the fields, people are too afraid to venture too far from home lest they tread on a Spike.”
“Eight days ago…” Allazar repeated.
“Aye, Serre wizard,” Tyrane confirmed.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain hammered his fist on the table and leapt to his feet, making Elayeen jump. “The last of them wasn’t destroyed at Dun Meven! I should have known! I almost had it, I almost saw it this morning! Vakin Dwarfspit Toorsencreed!”
“Almost had what? What is it, Longsword?”
“Aach,” Gawain groaned in disgust, and pounded his fist to his forehead. “I should have seen it an age ago when Reesen and I pursued the downed Graken-rider at Harks Hearth!”
“Please, miheth, we cannot keep up, either with your pacing or with your thoughts.”
Gawain stopped at the dais and turned, and realised he’d been striding around the expanse between the head of the long table and the elevated platform on which sat the thrones.
“I’m sorry,” he sighed, and strode back to his place, sitting heavily. “At the outset of our quest for the Orb, we were attacked by a Graken-rider, the same one we thought had plagued Juria on our way south. It was brought down, the dark wizard on its back unseated and stranded on foot in the hills well to the west of Lake Arrunmere. Reesen and I left Harks Hearth in the dead of night and hunted it down, and destroyed it. I noted at the time the wizard possessed no Eye of Morloch, but I didn’t think to remove the iron mask from the bastard’s severed head. If I had, if I’d taken that mask off, I’d have found the head of a Toorsencreed elfwizard, not some miserable demGoth from the far west or come down from the Teeth.”
“And if you had, m’lord?” Tyrane asked, always at the mercy of his lack of imagination.
“If I had, my friend, I might have realised the extent of Elvendere’s betrayal, or rather the treachery of the Toorseneth. I might have been able to send meaningful warnings. It all now fits, the pieces are come together, as they almost did for me this morning when I sat alone at the headland.” He paused, and closed his eyes, and sighed before continuing.
“The attack on Raheen by Armun Tal and his horde of clawflies, thought to be an intended distraction from a planned invasion of Pellarn more than three hundred years ago. A stone pillar and strange creatures atop Croptop Hill in Mornland, set there three hundred or more years ago. And finally, the attack upon Porthmennen, a harbour town on the coast of Callodon that lies just to the western end of the mountain range known as the Eastbinding. An attack which now calls to mind the story told to me by a wizard at battle-camp on the shores of the farak gorin.”
“Longsword?”
“Aye, Allazar, do you not remember? I asked you what you’d meant when once you’d told me I’d done more to vex Morloch than all the brethren had managed in three hundred years.”
Allazar blinked, and remembered, and closed his eyes, recognising now his own failure in understanding the portents.
“You told me the story of a mad wizard, Urgenenn, and the tower he built on the coast beyond the Eastbinding Range. And how he, and his band of followers, though none of them Morloch’s Goth, or Sethi, or Tansee, worked to create monstrosities there…”
“But history records that no spark of existence or animation was achieved…”
“A history written by the Hallencloister! The same Hallencloister which had taken Urgenenn, like you, as a boy, and taught him, and raised him through their ranks. How likely is it, do you think, that they would record the shame of loosing an Urgenenn upon the world, for students later to learn? Oh by the Teeth, now the link is made! The link between the dark-made but not Morloch-made creatures of Croptop Hill, Armun Tal’s attack upon Raheen and the raising of Urgenenn’s Tower, all at the same time. Toorsencreed.”
“But Urgenenn was of the D’ith Sek, Longsword,” Allazar protested.
“And the Viell of elfkind has sat on the Council of Sek since the first war with Morloch, so Arramin explained on our journey to Ferdan from the Morrentill. Armun Tal was a Goth-lord at the time of their first rising, a creation of Salaman Goth, or so said Morloch’s servant before you and I and Elayeen destroyed the bastard.
“Do you not see? Raheen destroyed Armun Tal, and thus vexed Morloch’s plans for a crossing of the Eramak three centuries ago. If he’d gained Pellarn then, if he’d found the Orb, he could have laid waste to all the lowlands. But Raheen vexed him, though unwittingly, thanks to Armun Tal’s personal lust for power, and Pellarn and the lowlands were alerted; it took Morloch 300 years to try again, first with Ramoth and then by outright invasion from the north! And meanwhile, the Toorseneth, with its lunatic delusions concerning light and shadow raised with Urgenenn a tower, there to create the weapons with which to balance Raheen’s victory, to dim the light of that victory by loosing their own grey vengeance upon the world!”
Gawain saw them all struggling to grasp what he now could see so clearly.
“Croptop Hill three hundred or more years ago was an experiment, a hill far from habitation, a trial made a hundred years before the village Elayeen knows as Fourfields was founded. A place in the wilds of gentle Mornland, where mad wizard and elfwizard together could test their creations in secret, a place yet close enough to Morloch’s domain for the ripples of their work to travel the long threads of his web. And but for a lucky accident and a whitebeard mapping the coastline from Mornland to Callodon, who knows what creatures they might later have loosed upon the world in the name of ‘balance’, in the name of Toorsen?”
“Miheth, I do not know the story Allazar told.”
“Nor I, m’lord.”
“It’s briefly this,” Gawain said quietly. “Three centuries ago, a wizard on a ship mapping the coastline espied a tower upon cliffs where no tower should be, beyond the Eastbinding Range where no-one dwells. The Hallencloister investigated, but the few survivors from the first party returned with news that Urgenenn, once of the D’ith Sek, had lost his sanity and with his followers was creating all manner of evil there. As Allazar mentioned just now, the Hallencloister claimed the tower and all who dwelled in it were later destroyed, and all this at or near the time of the other events I have mentioned.”
“It is a history the Hallencloister obliged young students to learn,” Allazar said softly, “As a lesson in how close Morloch came to obtaining a toe-hold in these lands long after his binding beyond the Teeth.”
“But it wasn’t Morloch’s doing,” Gawain declared emphatically. “The creatures Elayeen encountered at Croptop she and our friends Meeya and Valin describe as more grey than black, not the liquid jet black of aquamire which Morloch and his servants employ and with which I am now quite familiar. Likewise the Graken employed by elfwizards at Dun Meven. Grey to the Sight, you said, E? Not black as those on the road to Jarn, or at Far-gor?”
Elayeen nodded, wide-eyed.
“None but the spawn of Morloch would possess enough evil in their hearts to produce aquamire!” Allazar protested earnestly, and having seen something of its manufacture, Gawain nodded in agreement.
“Then Urgenenn and the Toorseneth found a way of producing something similar to aquamire, without the mortal cost of the true substance. But clearly not in quantities enough to create the seed and spore they needed to assuage their lunacy by afflicting these lands in return for Morloch’s recent defeat in the north. Thus they met with Pelliman Goth, and he, and his true aquamire, and who knows what else, was brought by the ship which foundered at Comfortless Cove to threaten Fallowmead and all Arrun.”
Allazar looked sceptical. “To create a substance as evil as aquamire, which would then permit the subsequent manufacture of creatures of the Pangoricon? Longsword, such a foul substance is surely beyond the wit of any wizard, either of the D’ith or of the Viell.”
“We encountered a creature at Calhaneth that was not made by aquamire, but by the emanations of a device deliberately corrupted by the Toorseneth a thousand years ago. They couldn’t have failed to notice its existence when later they set out to destroy any survivors from the catastrophe.”
“But…” Allazar sighed, and then recognising the truth of it, abandoned his protest.
“There were other experiments with the Orb before the final disaster at Calhaneth. Other areas of southern Elvendere blighted, and perhaps other shadow-creatures still dwelling there. And after hundreds of years of study, surely it’s not beyond the bounds of probability that the Viell in the tower were able to create a substance much like aquamire, and use it with Urgenenn to animate his creations?”
Gawain fiddled with his goblet, and then drained it before setting it quietly back on the long table. And then he continued.
“The Graken which attacked us near Harks Hearth at the beginning of the year came from just south of east of the hill where it was downed. The attacks upon Elayeen during the pursuit of Pelliman Goth came from the southeast, and also from that very same direction when Elayeen was at Dun Meven. The very same direction in which lies Urgenenn’s Tower. Porthmennen, attacked eight days ago, sits on the same coast, a stones throw from the end of the mountain range which has stood like a wall between Callodon and Arrun and that tower.”
“Then,” Allazar sighed, “At least one wizard of the ToorsenViell survived, and yet dwells there, and is able, likely on the wings of a Graken, to continue the Toorseneth’s insane assault upon allied lands.”
“Yes.” Gawain sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest, frowning deeply while his mind wheeled.
“M’lord, I doubt his Majesty can spare any experienced soldiery to mount an assault on this tower. The Melusine is by now patrolling western waters, and the other ships of the fleet will be at sea patrolling the Bay of Callodon between Port Yarris and Porthmennen. Apart from the harbour guard at Porthmennen, and a few town guards, there’s nothing beyond a poorly organised and part-time militia down there to answer a call should a Gorian Slaver raid the coast.”
“We all know what you are thinking, Longsword.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Here in Last Ridings we are much closer to the place where Urgenenn raised his tower than those at Porthmennen.”
“Ten days riding without comfort would see us in the foothills of the Eastbinding Range,” Gawain nodded. “Less, if we pushed the horses hard.”
“But then who knows how long searching for a path through those mountains to the coast,” Tyrane declared. “And that’s assuming the tower still exists.”
“True,” Allazar agreed. “We cannot know for sure that it does, nor indeed that the Graken and his treacherous rider dwell there at all.”
“And the nearest Kindred Ranger is at Dun Meven, and I don’t want Reesen removed from his duty there, not with Hellin of Juria forming her incredible alliance with the Toorseneth… Dwarfspit…” Gawain sighed and shook his head in disgust.
“M’lord?”
“Serat is in Hellin’s Hall. He knows of Oze’s failure from Callodon and has done these past weeks. It likely won’t be long before news reaches him that we are here, in Last Ridings.”
“And within easy range of a Graken,” Allazar grimaced, “If indeed the creature dwells on the far coast beyond the mountains.”
“Much easier for them to strike here than at Dun Meven,” Gawain declared.
Elayeen broke the rising tension, her quiet voice assured. “Yet Morloch’s Graken-rider in the northwest refused to attack Tarn until it was known that wizard Allazar was not there. I do not think, after so many failures on their part and so many successes on wizard Allazar’s, the ToorsenViell would attack us here. Certainly not if all they now have at their disposal is a single creature.”
“Fear of the white stick is one thing, but we don’t know their strength, miheth. We don’t even know for certain that Urgenenn’s Tower exists and is their stronghold. The only thing we do know is, we cannot remain idle while crops and fields are denied to good people.”
“Then an expedition must be mounted,” Allazar sighed, and the tension in the hall began rising again.
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11. Priorities
 
“I’m sorry, m’lord,” Tyrane sighed after dinner. “I do not see how this can be done.”
Seven there were who’d dined together after sunset that day, and eight there were now seated at the top end of the long board in the hall, glowstone lamps struggling to lift the gloom. The three of Raheen, of course, and Tyrane, with Meeya, Valin, Corax, and Wex, nominal officer of the Crown’s Guard.
Gawain shrugged, and leaned forward. “In the past, I made such expeditions entirely alone.”
The looks he received were enough to tell him that a solitary past wreaking havoc on Ramoth towers was long gone.
“Well,” he conceded, “It’s true. I didn’t need an army at my back, though I can see even in this poor light that the chances of my seeking the Toorseneth’s eastern stronghold alone are somewhat remote.”
“Forgive me, m’lord, but there will be no army at your back on any expedition to the Eastbinding you might elect to undertake. You can expect no help from Callodon save from myself and the two lads I sent with you after Dun Meven, Clane and Bari. Assuming you do intend to mount the expedition yourself.”
“You mentioned officers stationed at Porthmennen serving the fleet there. Can word not be sent for a ship to explore the coastal region in the manner of the ancient mapmaker of Allazar’s story?”
Tyrane grimaced. “Harribek can only send word to his Majesty, none can be returned from Castletown until new birds are bred and raised here, and that of course will take time. If you were to send word to Callodon, and if his Majesty were agreeable and gave the order, the command would be sent direct from the court to Porthmennen. But we would have no idea if such were the case, m’lord, and would have to wait for news to be carried here by hand. And there’s no telling when ships of the fleet would put in to Porthmennen to resupply and so receive the order; theirs is a lengthy patrol and they too have few opportunities to communicate with those on shore.”
“And all the while, a deluded enemy at liberty to rain havoc upon the defenceless heads of those who dwell within its range.”
Allazar, like Corax now clean and in fresh clothing, drew in a breath, and let it out slowly, staring at the small expanse of table between his arms where his hands were folded before him. “In the past, when the tower was first discovered,” he announced, “The initial expedition suffered many losses. Theirs was a mission of exploration, they were not anticipating violence. It was because of that disaster the Blue Guard was raised by the Hallencloister, and a much stronger force sent to right Urgenenn’s wrongs.”
“We have no Blue Guard,” Tyrane declared bluntly.
Gawain nodded in agreement and then snorted his derision. “We’re not even sure the vakin Hallencloister has a Blue Guard these days. Much good they’d do us too, even if they did exist, locked in behind their high walls. What’s your point, Allazar?”
“My point, Longsword, is that an exploratory force of a number of wizards and their escort of a dozen guardsmen were all but annihilated. Even the much larger force sent to end Urgenenn was worse than decimated. The tower stood, it was said, atop a high outcrop of rock whose sheer sides like the plateau of Raheen had but a single path up, a crude stairway wizard-hewn from the rock. At the summit, the tower itself, its southern aspect directly overlooking the eastern reaches of the Sea of Callodon, the waves crashing into the foot of the cliffs far below.
“My point, Longsword, is that even with an army at your back, scaling that stairway without a powerful mystic force to shield you from whatever havoc might rain down upon your defenceless head would be a short-lived act of insanity. It is no Ramoth tower of wood, guarded by simple mercenaries.”
“If it still exists at all,” wizard Corax said quietly. “I was taught, my lady, that the tower was destroyed along with the renegade Urgenenn himself.”
“So wizard Allazar has told us,” Elayeen agreed. “We do not know the true strength or disposition of the Toorseneth’s forces, nor their true location.”
“Hence the need for an expedition,” Gawain sighed. “We are beginning to talk in circles. If we had Condavians or Graken of our own it would be a simple matter to discover the enemy’s whereabouts and strength, and act accordingly. We do not. Unless…”
“Alas, Longsword. Even to contemplate creating such creatures would make of myself and Met Corax an Urgenenn.”
“Wonderful. Then we seem to have a simple choice before us. Send scouts and hope they return in good health to report what they learn from the far edge of the Eastbinding, and then take action. Or, go there ourselves, and take action on seeing with our own eyes the force opposing the good people of Callodon and Arrun. The latter would provide for a speedier resolution.”
“Or, m’lord, leave the good people of Callodon and Arrun to assume responsibility for their own defence, while you look to yours.”
“Major Tyrane is right, miheth, we have more choices than only the two you have offered.”
Gawain’s eyebrows arched, and he felt genuinely surprised by the quietly-spoken objections raised by his friend and his lady. “I am happy to hear thoughts from all of you, it’s why you’re all at this table after all. You too, Wex, though I know it makes you uncomfortable.”
“Sire,” Wex nodded, and he did look a little uncomfortable sitting so close to the head of the table.
“I too would value the opinion of the Crown’s Guard,” Elayeen said quietly. “They have much experience and a perspective which might give pause for more careful thought before a call to action is sounded.”
Gawain nodded, though he felt a familiar sense of frustration begin to bubble in his stomach. “Wex?”
“Sire… Back before, when none of us knew you lived, we settled here, in great sorrow, with the bleakest of pasts and the bleakest of futures, and the only hope we had was to make the best of what was left to us. Back before, when you didn’t know we lived, you vexed Morloch alone as best you could.”
“True.”
“When the army of the Kindred was raised at Ferdan, still you knew nothing of us. We decided when we learned of you and our lady that if you meant to risk the ending of all that was Raheen, then all of us would ride out with you, and that’s as it should be. But now, sire, we sit in the new Hall of Raheen, and in a year, if all’s well, a new prince shall be born…” Wex seemed to struggle for words, far from accustomed to being heard in such company.
“Continue, Wex. I would know the will of my people, as Hellin should know the will of hers.”
“Sire… If you mean to risk again the ending of all that’s Raheen, then all of us shall ride out with you once more, and that’s as it should be. In the meantime, I recall Captain Hass, and him always insisting, Assess! Assess! Assess your enemy! We can’t fight an enemy we don’t know exists, not even knowing where they might be if they do. Send scouts, sire, and send ‘em well ahead.”
“What scouts do we have, m’lord?”
“In truth, Tyrane? None. You’ve seen all we have here in Last Ridings. Friendly Arrunfolk who dwell here for the love of it, not through any fealty to my banner. Our friends Jaxon and Kahla, making their lives anew in freedom. Four of Sarek’s dwarves, two men of the Black and Gold, and we here at this table, plus four more of the Guard. Three, in reality, since Maeve now has a mother’s duty.”
Tyrane nodded grimly. “You also have the ninety-five, m’lord, and any who yet wear the emblem of the Kindred Army, should you call for them.”
“The ninety-five, like all those who served at Far-gor, are scattered far and wide.”
“And so you’re always likely to find some nearby when needed, m’lord. Send a call to his Majesty. He in turn can pass the word, and faster than any messenger by horse or by boat might manage from here.”
“And while we wait, more seed and spore is spread. Or worse.”
“Longsword, you have asked for our thoughts, and we have given them, those of us who have spoken. Many times it has been said in the past, you cannot take responsibility for the whole world’s welfare upon your shoulders. You have responsibilities here, now. Besides, it is never wise to make decisions in haste, when haste is not of the utmost. It has been eight days since the attack upon Porthmennen. There may or may not have been more such attacks. Indeed, the Graken may have since been brought down by a lucky shot from a townguard bowman. Don’t abandon your own Hall so soon after its opening, not when so few of the details such a quest might require are known.”
“It’s not that I am anxious to leave, Allazar. Far from it. I am simply aware that tiny though our numbers are, we are the only force within striking distance of the likely whereabouts of the last enemies of freedom this side of Elvendere. Not including those in Hellin’s Hall, of course. And are we not bound by the Rangers’ Oath ourselves? Didn’t Ranger Leeny and her friends Valdo and Meemee answer the calls when they came, no matter the risks to themselves?”
“Then send a call for rangers, Longsword. Brock should be able to pass word quickly to Juria where some might be found who might indeed be most grateful to leave the vicinity of Hellin’s hearth.”
“There are nineteen rangers in Juria, miheth.”
“And in Callodon?”
“There are twenty-four now in Callodon, including Reesen at Dun Meven.”
“Thank you. For such an expedition, I would wish to send no less than six.”
“We can send for them by name, should you wish? It might save confusion. If we merely summon a number, the entire squadron might arrive at once, all wishing to be one of the few needed.”
“True,” Gawain frowned. “Although in truth, I’m sorely tempted to recall all rangers from Juria. But that would be nothing more than petty spite against Hellin for her madness and poor judgement, both of which are ultimately of Morloch’s making. The people of Juria are not responsible for her actions, and I won’t remove the Sight from those who stood to the fore in the north.”
“MiThal,” Meeya announced firmly, “If rangers are needed to find a tower in the mountains, mihoth and I are here now...”
“No thank you, Meeya,” Gawain declared immediately, “You are both needed here.”
“MiThal,” Meeya acknowledged, though perhaps a little defiantly.
“Tyrane, does Brock have representatives or ambassadors in Mornland or Arrun?”
“He does, m’lord, but since those have ever been peaceful lands, there has never been a need for speedy communications with them. Such news as there might be or instructions from the court are carried by couriers aboard ships to and from the principle harbours along the east coast.”
Gawain nodded. “Well, it seems everybody feels the principle direction from which a threat might come is the west. It might be necessary to reconsider the disposition of our rangers. But in the meantime we need to summon half a dozen to undertake an expedition into the Eastbinding. Allazar, can you mark the location of the tower upon a map? It would seem a likely place to start.”
“I can, Longsword, and so too Met Corax.”
The junior of the two wizards nodded his agreement.
“Good. I believe the selection of the six is best left to those more closely acquainted with them than I. Miheth, if you, Valin, and Meeya could decide who best to form the scouting party? Perhaps four from Callodon, and two from Juria if any are relatively close to us here?”
Elayeen nodded her assent, and Gawain sighed, leaning back in his chair.
“Wex, we need to look to our defences. When Serat learns we are all here together in Last Ridings, we become a target, no matter how weak the enemy is here in the east. Until a way is found into the hill, we are as vulnerable to attack from the air as any of the good people in these lands. Corax, I believe my lady has given you her priorities?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“I would ask that you address them now with some urgency. You too, Allazar. I will not feel comfortable until a way is found into the sanctuary, if it exists, and our lady, and all our people, able to find safety in the heart of it should it be needed.”
“It shall be as you say, Longsword.”
“In the meantime, m’lord, I have a list of the gifts his Majesty released from Dun Meven’s stores which he hopes may be of some use to you here in your new home. There is also an inventory of items I acquired on his behalf for you at Mereton.”
“Jars of pickled roping?” Gawain smiled, shattering the serious mood and the tension around the table.
“No, m’lord, though of course I can have Harribek send a request for the delicacy should you all have missed it so much?”
“Thank you, Tyrane, but I believe Ognorm of Ruttmark promised to return with a boatload of frak long before any need for pickled roping might make itself felt in Last Ridings.”
“Then with any luck I shall have returned to my duties in Callodon long before either are needed, m’lord.”
“And with any luck,” Allazar added, “Word will come that the Graken and its abominable rider have been destroyed before anyone requires such portable food for a journey into the mountains. It is an inhospitable place on an inhospitable coast and no place for good people of any land.”
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12. A World’s Ending
 
Brock’s “gifts” from Dun Meven were weapons of offence and defence, mail coats and light armour, and enough of all to equip a respectable number of guardsmen. The King of Callodon, it seemed, was labouring under the impression that the new Hall of Raheen would resemble the old one he remembered from his youth, and that a handsome retinue of honour-guards would be retained to serve the crowns who dwelled now in Last Ridings.
Gawain did his best to maintain a suitably regal aspect when Tyrane explained the amount of arms and armour the wagons from the dock had disgorged into the marquee tent. But in truth, Gawain was grateful that someone understood the more mundane matters that the new equipment represented; it was something he himself hadn’t considered at all rather than simply overlooked.
The longer cases of course were familiar to Elayeen, and contained longbows she had seen before, along with barrels of arrows for them. Some, Tyrane assured her, had been retained in the ‘museum’ for use in re-supplying any of the Kindred Rangers who might need them. In two of the smaller cases, though, were crossbows, and of those, almost a dozen were small weapons designed to be operated on horseback, one-handed. They were old, and of all-metal construction, and though small, really rather powerful.
“Horse-bows, I think they were originally designated,” Tyrane explained. “They were intended to be carried by the cavalry. They are cocked and bolted in one and the same action. One puts one’s boot through the steel stirrup at the front, and first pushes the handle towards the prods thus until a click is heard, and then…” Tyrane grimaced with the effort, “…Draws back the handle and the string together so. And as you can see, a heavy metal dart pops up from within, into the shooting position. The ‘bow is shot by pressing the trigger, and then re-cocked again. Three darts are carried within the weapon, allowing three shots to be loosed while horse and rider are still in motion.”
“Think I’d prefer the old shortbow,” Gawain sniffed, “And above all else, my own string and arm.”
“Aye, m’lord. These clever weapons weren’t adopted for long, hence their presence in the arsenal at Dun Meven in only small quantities. Cavalry would loose one shot and then discard the weapon in favour of lance or sword, same as some still do with full-size crossbows. These things haven’t much range, though the darts are lethal enough up to forty paces, or so I’m told.”
“I suppose they might be useful for something,” Gawain said politely. “Though not for Riders of Raheen.”
“I was thinking of our friend, m’lord,” Tyrane announced quietly, and nodded towards Valin, the elf standing quietly to the side of Elayeen and Meeya while they inspected Callodon-made arrows.
“Of course,” Gawain smiled, “Well done, Tyrane. I’ve had my men give Valin instruction in Raheen arrow-throwing, but he’s not taken to it with much enthusiasm. Perhaps this might help.”
And help it did, for soon Valin was carrying one of the weapons at his hip, and was to be seen practicing with it often, while Kahla and Jaxon received instruction in arrow-throwing as promised at Far-gor.
Other boxes contained all manner of more domestic items Tyrane himself had acquired in Mereton, most of which would grace any apartment or table, and for which both Gawain and Elayeen were most grateful. The Hall was slowly becoming more of a home, and more comfortable at that.
Harribek Anhelo built his dovecote and loft, pigeons were sent to Brock bearing messages, and the sounds of construction once again filled the air while new guest quarters were hastily built, together with permanent dwellings for the wizards.
And they waited.
Riverboats came and went, labourers and artisans from West Forkings, more furniture and furnishings, all manner of supplies and snippets of news and gossip from villages upriver, and even from Mereton itself.
And still they waited.
And they trained, with weapons to which most were well-accustomed and some were not. Occasionally, over the noise of sawing logs came the crackle of white fire, and at night, darkness was briefly lit by flashes of Aemon’s Light, two wizards attempting to locate an entrance into Crown Peak in an ever deepening and ever widening hole now growing to the eastern side of the hill.
And on the ninth day of June the waiting ended abruptly when a dory from West Forkings arrived bearing neither supplies nor craftsmen, but a nervous-looking delegation of officials from the small town upriver. Gawain was in the woodlands to the east of the settlement practicing his more nefarious skills in the forest when the sound of a horn from the broad track drew his attention, and word was passed to him that official visitors were waiting to petition the King of Raheen in his new hall.
Utterly unprepared for official visits of any kind, it was a sweating, grubby and rather breathless Gawain who burst into the hall and found the surprised delegation being politely entertained by Elayeen and closely watched by half a dozen alert and impressively-armed guards.
All those sitting promptly stood at his arrival, but he was already six or seven strides towards the head of the long table before the shuffling and scraping of bench seats and chairs stopped.
“What is it, what news has come?” Gawain demanded, noting the anxious looks around him.
“Milord, milady,” a portly fellow announced, “West Forkings has been attacked. We need help, milord. We need your help.”
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain muttered, and seeing no sign of Allazar, despatched Reef to fetch the absent wizard. Then he turned to the delegation. “Sit, rest, and tell me everything.”
“Last night there was a fire, milord, past midnight it was, and so in turn well past moonset. Dark it was, and cloudy. The night’s watch raised the alarm, milord, and the fire-guard doused the flames before the blaze could spread. But a warehouse on the docks was lost, though not much of great value was to be found in it at this time of year, you understand. A docksider on watch for any boats late arriving from Mereton reported a dark shadow passing overhead, and loud concussions in the river and upon the warehouse before flames took hold of the building. And this morning, milord, milady, there was found foul shoots of a fast-growing weed nearby the brassica fields on the south side of town. ‘Tis the whip-weed, we’re sure of it, though why it’s been spread on fallow land, we can’t imagine.”
“Did you see the Flagellweed yourself?”
“I did, milord, as Mayor of West Forkings it’s my duty to take interest in all events which befall our town and its people.”
“Where lies the warehouse, with respect to these brassica fields?”
“On almost a straight course to the north of them, milord.”
“And the weed?” Gawain asked, standing at the head of the table, his arms folded, glancing up at Allazar’s arrival. “How was the weed distributed?”
“It seemed to me milord that it was rained upon the land in a line, which if that line be followed, would take it through the brassica fields, into town, and across the docks.”
“Then in all likelihood the weed was sown from a Graken’s back, and its intended target missed in the darkness. The creature then crossed the town, wheeled around over the river for its return journey, and struck at the docks with black fire as it passed overhead. You say the crops are unharmed, Serre Mayor? Are you certain sure?”
“We are, milord, the nearest vile sprout is some thirty paces from cultivated lands. The crops are safe enough for now, but if the creature returns… Milord, the time soon approaches for the shearing. The docks will be filled with the wealth of West Forkings, bales to be taken downriver and on to Sudshear. Crops too will be harvested, and we fear for the lands on which our sheep graze…”
“The danger to Arrun is well known to us, Serre Mayor,” Elayeen soothed, “We know well the importance even of fallow fields to the good folk of all the Shearings.”
“Aye, forgive me, milady, of course you do, you being she who saved the good folk of Fallowmead. It’s why we came, in part. We have no-one else to turn to, milady, milord. We have no eyes can see an enemy in the dark, and no weapons to bring down such creatures on the wing as we’ve heard described.”
Gawain flicked a glance at the wizard, whose answering gaze of deep concern reminded the young king that while they had Sighted eyes in Last Ridings which might track a Graken in the dark, few were the weapons they possessed to bring one down. Three, in fact: the longbows wielded by Elayeen and Meeya, and the White Stick. Now he knew the dilemma Elayeen and her friends must have faced in the wilds of Mornland and Arrun. Now he understood with greater clarity his lady’s nobility, and courage, when darkness had threatened and the Rangers’ Oath cried out to be fulfilled.
He could see it in Elayeen’s hazel-green and sparkling eyes, he could see and understand her comprehension of what must be done, though the serenity of her expression remained unaltered. He could see it in Valin’s eyes too, and in Meeya’s. They, like Elayeen, understood that there was nothing else to be done than answer the call, the moment the word ‘help’ had passed the Mayor’s lips.
“Serre Mayor,” Gawain announced, “You and your people shall receive the help for which you have called. The friendship of West Forkings is highly valued here in Last Ridings, but the call shall be answered in honour of the Rangers’ Oath, not through any grace and favour such friendship earns. I would ask of West Forkings a boon, though…”
“Anything, milord!”
“Thank you. We need built on the south bank of the southern flow a way-station and a landing. Horses must be kept there, the quicker to send word upriver than a dory may be rowed. A barge or some kind of ferry-raft too will be needed, the quicker for us to deploy our own horses and riders should a need arise. It was difficult for the large trows bearing us from Mereton to land at the quay here, and we worried for our horses when disembarking. We could use boats too, and crews for them, should we need to send folk upstream or down.”
“It’ll be as you ask, milord.”
“Very well. I know you must be anxious to return to the town while there is daylight and wind enough to oppose the current. Is there anything else you need? You understand the Flagellweed must not be burned by ordinary fire?”
“We do, milord. And thank you. We would not impose upon your friendship, milord, we would never… but the people are afraid…”
“They have every right and reason to be,” Gawain sighed. “All of us should be, while dark threats lurk in the shadows and remain at liberty to strike wherever and whenever they please.”
Gratitude and sorrow both shone from the damp eyes of the delegation as they stood, and bowed, and took their leave of the hall. They had, after all, seen how few there were in Last Ridings to give aid to their waterside town. When they had gone, escorted by all four rangers of Threlland, Gawain sat heavily.
“The call by now will have been sent out from Callodon, m’lord,” Tyrane offered. “Likely, the six Kindred Rangers summoned will already be riding hard in answer to that call.”
“And they’ll still be far from here. Dwarfspit, more than a week since the attack upon Porthmennen and still we sit here while the Graken flits hither and yon inflicting all manner of chaos and injury upon the land. It could have levelled Sudshear for all we know, and we’d be none the wiser until survivors and refugees staggered in with tales of the horror.”
Gawain took a deep breath, and wiped the grime from his forehead with his sleeve. About him, they waited, as he knew they would, for his commands. So much for peace, he thought, eyeing the wizard and his staff. There could be no peace, not with a Graken-rider loose in the east. Not while Morloch and Toorsencreed lived.
“West Forkings calls for aid against a dark threat, and we must answer,” he declared. “In the morning we cross to the south bank and ride for the town. There, Allazar will lay waste to the weed which threatens crops and the grazing beasts which are the town’s livelihood. We must tread carefully, though, lest Spikebulbs have been sown together with the weed.
“Once the weed is cleared, I, Allazar, and Ranger Valin will leave West Forkings for the Eastbinding. We’ll take Reef of the Guard and two of Sarek’s Rangers with us. Ranger Meeya will come too, but shall remain on duty in the vicinity of the town, and do her best to watch for the Graken, and loose upon it should it return and approach within range of her bow.
“My lady and the remainder of the Guard will stay here with Corax. The wizard is to redouble his efforts in finding the door into the hill, but will of course keep himself and his sticks available for the defence of our people here, should it be necessary.”
He paused, then, and regarded them all, seeing jaws clenched against the protests he knew all of them would loose given half a chance. He didn’t allow them such a fraction.
“My lady will instruct the rangers who arrive in answer to our earlier summons to follow after those of us who’ll ride for the mountains. One or two of them should relieve Ranger Meeya in West Forkings, at least until our expedition returns. Tyrane, I would be obliged if you would notify Brock of our intentions.”
“I shall, m’lord. I would like to point out, m’lord, that technically the Eastbinding Range is in Callodon. I should go with you, on the Black and Gold’s behalf.”
Gawain sighed, and shook his head. “Thank you, my friend, but not this time. You have seen the limits of our strength here. I would rather you and the men of Callodon remain to stand by my lady, here in my hall, while I am gone. Wex, Tam and Haldin will I am sure be grateful for the support of such trusted men as you. There will be much coming and going in the days and weeks to come, and we have relentless enemies who may by now have learned of our location.”
Tyrane drew in a breath, but stilled the protest rising in his throat. He had seen with his own eyes the wounds and marks of Elayeen’s suffering at the hands of Toorsencreed, and understood the depths of Gawain’s desire to keep Elayeen safe here in Last Ridings.
“We have a duty,” Gawain declared solemnly. “Self-imposed it may be, but it is duty nonetheless. Last night a Graken struck. Eight days before that, it struck Porthmennen. Mereton and Dun Meven are within its range, and Harks Hearth too, no doubt. We don’t have enough rangers to watch over every town and village, and good folk have no defence against such enemies on the wing. Their only hope, and ours therefore, is that the enemy be destroyed and its nest along with it.
“Wex, have the raft prepared for a crossing to the south bank in the morning. The sooner we leave who are leaving, the sooner relief can be delivered to West Forkings, and vengeance brought to bear on those who so afflicted our friends and neighbours.”
With that, Gawain stood, as did all around him, and he left them for the comfort of his apartments, anxious to bathe and change his clothing. Elayeen, of course, followed close behind, but refrained from speaking until the door was closed behind them, and none could hear.
“You mean to leave me again, G’wain,” she said softly, watching as he propped the sword against the wall and peeled off his grimy, sweat-stained clothing.
“I have no choice, E, you know that.”
“I shall ride with you.”
“No, miheth. You are needed here. The rangers we have summoned will answer to your commands in lieu of mine. Our hall cannot be abandoned.” Gawain climbed into the bath, wincing at the coldness of the water, and set to work with the soap.
“Yet we rode together into the Barak-nor. And to Ferdan, and thence to Raheen, and again we rode together, to war in the north.”
“True. But we were throth-bound and each of us doomed to agony and death should the other fall. We are no longer throth-bound, Elayeen, and I would have you safe. It is Toorsencreed we shall be hunting, and you know the price of falling into their hands.”
“Yes, I do.”
Gawain sighed, and lay back against the cold copper of the tub. “I don’t want to leave you, E. Not again, and not so soon. But I must.”
“I know. And still there are so many questions you have not asked me.”
“There’s only one question that has gnawed at me since the Melusine docked at Porthmorl and I learned you were besieged at Dun Meven.”
“Will you not ask it, then? We have so little time, and many preparations to make before you leave in the morning,” she whispered, her eyes downcast.
Gawain splashed the suds from his arms and quickly rinsed his hair, then heaved himself up, reaching for a towel. He dried himself hastily, and wrapped the towel around his waist before stepping closer to Elayeen.
“I’ll ask it now. Why, E? Why in sight of the sun did you leave Tarn, and risk so much? Why could you not have remained with Rak and Merrin, they would have kept you safe there, even if it meant your sitting in the vaults with nothing but Arramin and ancient books for company?”
“I was compelled to leave,” she lilted softly, eyes still averted, on the verge of tears.
Gawain reached out and gently cupped her face in his hands, tilting her head up until her eyes, damp and glistening, met his. “How compelled? By your own elven nobility and the depth of your courage, which makes cowards of middling men and leaves the bravest of us in awe? Or was it some sense of responsibility for the safety of our friends?”
“Nai, miheth,” she blinked, her voice breaking, “I was compelled by those you call eldenbeard, and by my duty to them.”
“How so?” he leaned forward, touching his head to hers while she drew in a shuddering breath.
“For the Shimaneth Issilene Merionell.”
“I don’t understand.” Gawain took her hand, and led her to their bedchamber, and sat with her on the bed, her hands in his.
“I was too close to Morloch, there, in the mountains of the north,” she whispered, a tear sliding down her cheek. “There is a reason no wizards are born in Threlland, G’wain, there, closest to Morloch’s web, where he might reach out and corrupt them in dreams while they sleep in their mothers’ wombs. I could not conceive there, and risk Morloch making of our son a weapon more to be feared than the Orb you sought in Calhaneth. It is why, at Dun Meven, I would have given my own life rather than allow the Toorseneth to take our son and set his feet upon Toorsen’s insane path.”
“By the Teeth!”
She nodded, and sniffed, and blinked away more tears. “But you came for me, as I knew you would, and we are safe, our son and I. But there is so much more to be said, and so much more for you to understand, so much more than tales of my journey from Tarn to Dun Meven.”
“I will not take you into danger, Elayeen. Not after Far-gor. There, we stood with our friends and faced the world’s ending. Here, we face a new beginning, and a new life together. It’s to safeguard that future I must end the Toorsencreed in their mountains, or wherever else they may be lurking. Not simply for the folk of Arrun and Callodon, but for the future of our son. What kind of father would leave the threat of a Graken-rider hanging over his son’s head, when he has it within his power to seek out and destroy the evil even before the child is born? Besides, you have forbidden me to strike at the Toorseneth. If the tower at Ostinath is denied to me, then at least I can rid the world of another on the coast beyond the mountains.”
“And so you would end Ranger Leeny now, and make of her remains a prisoner in your hall condemned to wait a year for execution of a sentence passed long ago.”
“Elayeen!” Gawain gasped, horrified, and drew her to him, holding her close while she wept.
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13. Fire
 
West Forkings, when viewed from horseback a mile and a half from its south-eastern outskirts, had the appearance of a ramshackle shanty-town, wooden buildings jumbled together in a heap like toys emptied from a sack. Closer to it, though, and a greater semblance of order resolved itself, revealing a mix of utilitarian buildings and dwellings which Meeya and Valin declared bore a marked resemblance to those of Fallowmead. Here, on the landward side of the town, the business of those who dwelled there was all sheep and farming.
Gawain elected to swing around and approach from well south of the town, to confirm his suspicion that the Graken-rider had flown low over the gentle hills from that direction and had sown his evil seed too soon. With Meeya and Valin in the van of their small party, they had no fear of surprises from Spikebulb or any of the other creatures of the Pangoricon likely to have been deposited in the region.
Gawain himself was quiet. Since the sorrowful farewells at the hall before dawn, he’d barely uttered a word, save for occasional necessary commands during and after the parlous crossing of the southern Sudenstem. They had all survived that crossing intact and dry, thanks entirely to the abilities of Maeve’s boat-builder husband, Ryan, and his masterful handling of the immense raft built back when the surviving Riders of Raheen had settled there. It had taken time though, more than he’d imagined it would, the raft needing to make three trips back and forth across the flow, and it was late afternoon before West Forkings hove into view from the crest of a rise.
“Weed, miThal,” Valin called from the van, and sure enough, stretching away between them and the town, a swath of the foul and dangerous stuff proved their suspicions correct.
Gawain called a halt, and surveyed the scene.
“Well, Longsword, there’s your answer. Almost a straight path towards the brassica fields and the town beyond, just as the mayor described. Had the rider struck earlier, before moonset, the outcome of this attack might have been very different.”
“True. What’s that, down there at the foot of the slope?” Gawain pointed to a pair of small, off-white bundles lying perhaps thirty yards apart from each other.
“I know not.”
“Best we take a look then, and alleviate your ignorance as well as my own. And where are all the sheep?”
“In the pens, miThal,” Meeya called over her shoulder. “Taken in, for safety from the ‘weed.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
“We learned much, at Fallowmead.” Meeya announced, and Gawain thought he detected a hint of disapproval in her voice. Disapproval doubtless at Elayeen’s absence.
“Ah,” Allazar exclaimed, wrinkling his nose. “I believe I now know what the objects are. It looks as though wolves have taken a couple of sheep.”
“I don’t think so,” Gawain mumbled, and Gwyn trotted forward between Valin and Meeya. “Anything underfoot ahead, Valin?”
“Nai, miThal.”
“Wait here, all of you. Segrit, Rochard, eyes to the rear.”
The two dwarf rangers turned their horses at once, and sat quietly eyeing the rolling hills, scanning for movement of any kind on the horizon or above it, while Gawain advanced slowly to the leftmost of the two woolly bundles, pausing to study it. Flies buzzed around the remains, and the sweet odour of early corruption testified to the length of time the rotting flesh had lain there. Gwyn trotted high-kneed and almost sideways-on to the rightmost remains, and there Gawain paused only momentarily before trotting back to the main party.
“It was one sheep. The head and forelegs lie to the left, and yonder to the right the hindquarters and back legs. Looking at the ground between here and there, I’d say the Graken took it from the top of the rise, and bit the animal clean in two on the wing. Ate the entire midsection in one gulp, leaving the remains to tumble and end up there.”
“That’s not nice,” Reef grimaced, and turned to look over his shoulder at the crest of the rise, and back again, noting the marks on the ground Gawain had described. “Not nice at all.”
“No,” Gawain agreed, “But it’s more confirmation of the line the creature took. It was past midnight when it attacked, according to the mayor. There’d have been few lights burning, save at the docks to show the way for any late arrivals on the river. It perhaps used them as a guide. The sheep that made for an unfortunate meal was probably in just the right place to be silhouetted against those lights and what stars there might have been.”
“I see nothing to gainsay your explanation, Longsword.”
“Nothing worth the risk of a slap on the back of the head, you mean. Come, let’s advance to the Flagellweed, and we’ll watch and gape in astonishment while a wizard does some useful work for a change.”
“Will you enter the town and speak to the mayor?” Allazar asked.
“No. Once the weed is burned and the area made safe, and Valin and Meeya have declared the brassica fields free from infection, we’ll begin the ride for the Eastbinding. Ranger Meeya can then proceed into the town, reassure the mayor and then begin her patrol and duties as she sees fit until relieved.”
“They will know we are here, Longsword. Once I ignite the weed as I would for the rites, all aquamire, black or grey, will be liberated, and the fire will spread in a rush just as it did at Dun Meven.”
Gawain nodded, remembering the sound of the gout of fire, and the greasy, purplish cloud of smoke which took hours to drift from sight atop that far-distant hill.
“No matter. Meeya can explain that our duty lies in the mountains, and the destruction of the darkness lurking there. I doubt the good people of West Forkings will think too badly of us for not stopping in for a cucumber sandwich and a sip or two of wine.”
 
And so they’d waited, watchfully, while Allazar approached the edge of the Flagellweed on foot. They saw him plant the staff, and saw the ripples of the ancient Rite for the Fallen spread north into the weed, and watched as the white fire caught, some seeing for the first time the sudden rush of purple flame and hearing for the first time the roaring whump! like the crash of surf as the flame-front sped forward and outward. In moments, the vast expanse of Flagellweed was gone, a great cloud of oily smoke whipped towards the west on the breezes, leaving behind a scorched field of ash where once good Arrun grass had grown.
For the two men of Raheen, the spectacle held more horror than fascination, the ashes stirring in the breezes a reminder of another horror, far distant, atop the plateau they once called home. But here, on the fertile soil near the mighty river, grass would soon grow again, and the evil which had visited this place would soon be forgotten. The same could never be said for their homeland. Gawain shivered in spite of the warmth of the day.
The weed destroyed, Allazar returned to his horse, and sat saddle, and again the small group waited, watching quietly while Meeya and Valin rode a loop around the brassica fields, the elves taking great care to ensure no further wizard-made evil lurked where crops grew strong waiting for harvest. Gawain recalled his parting from Elayeen, and the night they had spent in each other’s arms, talking quietly when they spoke at all, lying to each other and to themselves about how quickly the time would pass and how soon, before they knew it, they would be together again. And how the last real threat to the peace of Last Ridings would be destroyed there in the Eastbinding Range, and how Callodon would restore Pellarn, and the Empire lay waste to the last of Morloch’s aspirations in the far west…
Finally, when Meeya and Valin were sure no threat remained, the two elves dismounted, and stood together, at the eastern edge of the fields. Their companions turned their gaze elsewhere, though Gawain’s lingered a moment, the parting of husband and wife a fresh reminder of his own with Elayeen that morning.
He was saddened that he’d had to separate the three friends who’d journeyed together so far since their childhoods in Elvendere, and not just since their adventures together on leaving Tarn. But even the ghost of Captain Hass agreed in the darkest hours before dawn, the Sight would be needed in the mountains if the enemy were to be found at all. He didn’t dare risk Elayeen, not so close to such evil, not so close to Toorsencreed. And he knew Meeya would prove a better guardian and companion for his queen during his absence than Valin, for many reasons. Valin, who even now was cantering towards them, his empty shirt-sleeve fluttering like a pennant. They would be depending on him. He was needed, as Gawain had said atop Crown Peak, but much sooner than any of them had imagined, though this time for his Sight and perhaps little else.
And Tyrane, too, would be needed, back at the hall. Gawain had been more grateful than the tall and lean Callodon officer could ever hope to imagine when the latter had made it clear he would remain in Last Ridings until specifically ordered otherwise by Brock himself. They’d all known that such an order would take a long time to arrive, if it ever did at all. And, as Gawain turned Gwyn and the party moved off at the canter towards the south, who better to organise the essential and the mundane than his friend Tyrane, who had done so much for all lands south of the Teeth at Ferdan and beyond?
 
And so they’d ridden, due south until the town was lost from sight, and then due southeast, in silence, falling into the rhythm of the horses and their breathing, watchful, and keenly aware that they were now far from all comforts, and all of them, very far from home.
The first night, it was Segrit, the shorter of the two dwarves, who enquired about the possibility of digging a fire-pit and burning in it dry and woody kindling from a nearby gorse, to make hot loofeen. The others were utterly astonished when Gawain agreed without hesitation, and even more so when he announced that the pit need only be a shallow one.
“Does this strange new affection for campfires mean I might expect to enjoy the occasional roast rabbit along the way, Longsword?” Allazar asked, entirely bemused, while Segrit dug the pit.
Gawain shrugged. “Perhaps, though I rather expect when we get to the mountains they’ll be in short supply, as will kindling.”
“It’s not all bare rock there, y’know,” Allazar mumbled, sitting on his saddle-blanket and drawing up his knees. “There are trees on some of the slopes, and valleys between the peaks. Or so I seem to recall from my days in the Hallencloister. It’s been a long time, though. If the Eastbinding is anything like Threlland, there’ll be no shortage of life, though goats I daresay will be somewhat more prolific than the bunnies we saw in their hundreds today… any number of which I might have shot for dinner to accompany this ‘loofeen’ our friends have brought with them.”
“Have you finished muttering?”
“Yes, I believe so.”
“Good. In the first place, you’d have expected me or someone else to shoot the bloody rabbit for you. All you have is the white stick, and when you cut loose with that thing, half the countryside disappears along with whatever you’re aiming at. In the second place, this isn’t a strange new affection for campfires, as you so quaintly put it.”
“Ah. What is it then, if I may be so bold? Many are the miles I have journeyed with you, Longsword, and as others here I am sure will testify, few if any are the occasions when a fire, for cooking or otherwise, has been acceptable in your presence.”
“Graken-bait.”
Allazar blinked. “Oh. I see. Well, I’m sure we’ll all sleep much easier in our beds tonight knowing that.”
Reef chuckled. “What was it Captain Hass used to say about fires in the field, sire?”
Gawain smiled, and laid the sword by his blanket, adjusting the arrowsilk cloak Elayeen insisted he take with him ‘for warmth at night if nothing else’. “The good Captain used to say, Fires, wonderful things for letting the enemy know how close you are at night, so they kak their blankets and get no sleep for the battle ahead. Also as bait for brigands down there in the lowlands where such types roam. Apart from that and for signal beacons, leave ‘em at home in the hearth where they belong.”
“He was a fine fellow, sire, and no mistake,” Reef grinned, setting his saddle as a pillow at the end of his own blankets.
“He was,” Gawain agreed, watching Segrit strike steel with a firestone at the edge of the pit.
The two dwarves were a taciturn pair at the best of times, and seemed overawed and even quieter in the company they found themselves in here in the wild. But both were Sarek’s men, and well-trained, and Gawain remembered them from his time in Tarn. Nor had they been picked at random; both had been miners before abandoning their former occupation when they’d answered Sarek’s call in the aftermath of that first expedition into the Barak-nor. Both, therefore, knew mountains, inside and out.
“And if our bait’s successful, Allazar,” Gawain said quietly, “Don’t loose your lightning-tree upon it unless you’re certain sure of a hit.”
“Hmm. You don’t want me frightening it away?”
“Indeed. I don’t want the enemy knowing you’re here in the wilds on the way to the mountains, and not back in Last Ridings with Elayeen and our people. If it’s true that fear of the white stick keeps Graken-riders at bay, let them think that’s where you are until it’s far too late for them to do anything about it.”
“I understand, Longsword.”
“Good. I had Tyrane pick out a rather bland uniform from the supplies he brought that should fit you. It’s in one of the bundles on the pack-horse. In the morning you can change out of those ‘beardy-robes and into them. Perhaps you can wrap something around the stick too, make it look less obvious. Stick a pennant on the end, maybe, make it look like a lance. You’ll look nothing like a lancer of the Black and Gold but a lot less like the First Wizard of Raheen should we be spied upon from the air.”
“Do you think we’ll actually be spotted, sire?”
Gawain shrugged. “No, probably not, not until we find their lair. But all we hold dear is beyond our reach and range, now. I don’t want the enemy knowing Allazar is here with us if I can help it. If I thought we could keep them all safer at home by dressing the wizard up as a Kraal-beast or a giant rabbit, I’d do it. You’re sure you can find the site of the tower, Allazar?”
“As sure as it’s possible to be after three hundred years, though my knowledge is based on the teachings of the Hallencloister. I conferred with Met Corax, of course; he being much younger than I, his memory of the relevant lessons is clearer than my own. If the version of events presented to us by the Sek masters is correct, then yes, certainly we’ll find it quicker than did the original expedition, who only had a description of the place as obtained from a ship at sea to guide them.”
“I suppose Corax knows what’ll happen to him if he permits any harm to befall Elayeen?”
“Longsword, not only did you explain to him in graphic terms what fate awaits him should anything untoward occur, but I did, too. He is also very clear in his own mind precisely how much of an act of faith it was for you to leave him in Last Ridings, as sole wizard responsible for the mystic protection of all who dwell there. He knows from Far-gor your low opinion of the brethren in general. You need have no fear on his account. His service is pledged to our lady, he would die a thousand deaths rather than permit harm to come to her.”
“You could have just said ‘yes’.”
“Indeed I could have, but where’s the fun in that?”
“Maeve’ll keep an eye on ‘im too, sire, no worries there, and will stick to our lady like glue. Not long now ‘til her mother’s leave is up, and Kamryn a month old.”
“Maeve has a mother’s duty, Reef, I made it clear she wasn’t expected to resume service.”
“Aye, sire, you did, but you making it ‘clear’ ain’t the same as you ordering it. She made it clear to Wex and the rest of us, she can wield a blade and throw an arrow as well as holding Kamryn to a teat should a need arise. Specially with Ranger Meeya on duty at West Forkings for a while.”
“Well there’s a bizarre image to be taking to sleep of a summer’s night in the hills,” Gawain chuckled softly, and pride in his riders warmed him from the inside as the fire in the pit sizzled, a battered kettle perched atop it.
Flames flickered, the light enticing, but all were well-trained and kept their eyes from the dancing sirens in the heart of the fire which would steal their vision and leave them night-blind.
“And when we find the tower, Longsword, what then?”
“We’ll do what Captain Hass insisted upon, and assess the enemy. I don’t expect to find an army of Toorsengard there, but if we do, we’ll be as creative as we can while waiting for any necessary reinforcements to arrive. Not that there’ll be any, save for a handful of hand-picked rangers. More likely we’ll find a ruin, and with luck, a solitary elfwizard of little power and a Graken with mange and riddled with worms from eating raw sheep.”
“Even if the Graken-rider is of the soolen-Viell, the lowest rank of their order and far from their domain, his powers will be greatly amplified by aquamire, be it real or elf-made substitute. Black or grey, the fire that rained upon the docks was proof enough of that. Do not underestimate them. If they have indeed found a way to synthesise that most evil of substances, then even one of them will be a force to be reckoned with.”
“Will he have a big white stick and a lightning-tree bigger than anything growing in Elvendere?”
“I very much doubt it.”
“I suppose we could leave him for you to deal with, then. You see? It’s but our first night and already our plans are beginning to take shape.”
“Loofeen, milord,” Segrit offered a wooden mug of the steaming dark liquid.
“Thank you. It always reminds me of General Kahn, though the first time I actually tasted it was in the headquarters at Tarn, with Sarek.”
Reef sniffed the mug handed to him by Rochard. “Ta. Hasn’t got bits in it, has it?”
 
oOo







14. Scat
 
Any hope they might have had for luring the Graken and its rider with night campfires slowly dwindled with the passing of the days of their journey, and no sign of the creature by day or by night. Any hope they might have had for a speedy discovery of the tower on the coast disappeared rapidly when, cresting a rise in the land seven days after leaving Last Ridings, the peaks of the Eastbinding Range hove into view on the horizon.
Gwyn halted, and the other riders reined in their mounts, gaping at the mountains which were their destination. Some of the peaks were still snow-capped, glistening through the shimmering heat-haze that rose from the scrubby land before them, terrain becoming increasingly wrinkled and folded, and rockier.
“A day and a half, perhaps two days, and we’ll be in the foothills,” Allazar announced quietly. “We may need to adjust our course slightly more to the southeast, Longsword. The pass we seek into the range lies somewhere between the fifth and sixth largest peaks, counting from the easternmost.”
“I hope you are sure, Allazar. Truly I do. I’ve seen the extent of the Eastbinding on the map, we all have, but seeing it before us and disappearing from view beyond the western horizon like that… It’s immense.”
“It is the largest range south of the Teeth and of Threlland,” Allazar declared. “And few are the paths through those peaks to the coast. They are aptly named, marking as they do the easternmost extent of Callodon’s habitable lands.”
“Well. We’ll adjust our course as you wish, Allazar. Though it pains me to say it aloud, we’ll be relying on you for navigation from this point on.”
“I shall do my best to justify such trust, Longsword.”
“With such trust comes great responsibility, as all pathfinders quickly learn,” Gawain said sweetly. “We’ll also be blaming you for anything untoward that might happen from now on, too.”
The wizard smiled, adjusted the cloth-wrapped stick slung over his back, and nudged his horse forward. “Same as it ever was, then,” he mumbled.
It was at the crest of the very next rise that Gawain called a halt again, and frowning, dismounted. On the slope before him he noted a large triangular patch of what looked like grey-white mud in the grasses, converging to a point some thirty feet down the slope.
“Sire?” Reef asked, slightly alarmed by Gawain’s drawing of the longsword and the use of its tip to poke at the mud.
“Peace, Reef,” Gawain grimaced, and sheathed the blade, turning his gaze to the mountains once more.
“Longsword?”
“Know what I think that is?” Gawain nodded at the crumbling mud.
“Alas…”
“Graken-poop. Dropped from a great height. Down there’s where it hit the ground, broke apart and spread up the slope. There are small bones in it, probably a goat or a sheep. And if I stand here, in the centre of the top of the V of Graken-poop, and sight a line through the point towards the mountains, it leads to that snow-capped peak… one… two… three…” And then Gawain whispered while he finished counting before announcing: “Eighth of the largest from the leftmost in the east.”
“Such a bearing might take it towards West Forkings, or given the errors of approximation, even to Lake Arrunmere,” Allazar frowned. “Can you deduce the age of the dung?”
Gawain snorted and swivelled on his hips to gaze up at the wizard. “When have I ever given you the impression that I’m an expert in matters concerning Graken-poop?”
“Ah…”
“It’s been here for a while, I’d say. It’s as dry as the bones it contains. It’s summer, it could’ve been here a few days, a week, two, or a month or more.” And with that, Gawain shrugged, and made his way back to Gwyn.
“At least we know we’re on the right course,” Reef shifted in his saddle, the leather creaking a little. “And not on some wild goose chase.”
“It would need to be a very large goose to make that much mess,” Gawain agreed. “Though it would help if we found more scat between here and the foothills, and preferably dumped on the creature’s return journey, too. It would add more confidence to our assumption that the ancient tower on the cliffs is indeed its lair.”
“I believe, Longsword, the assumption was entirely yours in the first place.”
“If true, then it was in fact an insight born of natural kingly wisdom, and I’ll thank you to refer to it as such from now on. Just as a matter of interest, Valin, does the Graken-poop show itself to the Sight?”
“Nai, miThal.”
“Pity. Might have made it easier for us if it did.”
And with that, they rode on, heading for the gap in the distant peaks Allazar had pointed out to them, and looking out for more immense signs of a Graken having passed that way.
 
That night was hot, the rockier ground beneath them serving to retain the heat of the day, and none having a fancy to drink hot loofeen and all of them content to eat frak, save Valin who merely tolerated it, they made no campfire. Few were the breezes, and far between, and after eating, those not on watch relaxed on their bedrolls, gazing up at the stars whose light, together with the moon bright in its first quarter, had permitted them to travel further before making camp than a cloudy night might have safely allowed.
“Summer will be hot and dry this year, I think,” Allazar sighed quietly. “In recompense for the wet winter.”
“I always think it best to be colder, rather than hotter,” Gawain opined. “At least if you’re cold, you can do something to warm up. In the absence of a pond, river or lake, there’s not much to be done to cool down if you’re hot.”
“Aye,” Reef agreed, “Harder on the horses, too. I imagine you two lads are used to the cold, coming from up there in Threlland?”
“Yes,” Segrit agreed rather simply. “In winter, the mines are warmer than the towns and villages.”
“More work is done in that season,” Rochard agreed. “The mines seem a great deal more welcoming when snow and ice is on the ground of outworld.”
Gawain recalled his time in the depths beneath the Teeth, and Martan’s frequent use of ‘outworld’ to describe the surface far above the workings they’d crawled through for so many miles. He thought of Arramin too, the old wizard wrapped in his blanket and wearing his gaily-coloured bobble-hat and gloves in the depths of Crownmount. There seemed to be no time below ground, it was a different world, with different rhythms. There, the temperature was constant, and there were no seasons, no days and no nights. Here, it was hot and uncomfortable and the stars seemed far too bright for anybody’s good, even though it was surely nearing midnight.
“D’you miss ‘em, then, Rochard?”
They heard rather than saw the dwarf shrug on his blankets. “Sometimes. Life is simpler there.”
“Then like I told all your lot at Ferdan, you’ve got my admiration,” Reef sighed. “I don’t think I much fancy going down underground like that. Like my open spaces too much.”
“Lucky for you the bloody wizards didn’t find the way into the hill, then.”
“Aye, sire. There was talk of slipping ‘em a bottle or two of Callodon ale to delay their progress, but as it turned out, bribery wasn’t needed.”
“I have no doubt the door shall be unearthed by Met Corax,” Allazar huffed. “Though the question of how to open it when he does is another matter entirely. There is no way of knowing whether the key gifted to us by Tyrane from the depths of Dun Meven will be suitable to gain entry to Crown Peak.”
“We can always send for Martan and his good old boys,” Gawain yawned. “And Segrit and Rochard still have their tools in their belts. I can understand you both carrying your rock-hammers; I’ve seen how handy they can be, beneath the Teeth as well as at Far-gor. But I confess I don’t understand the carrying of chisels too.”
“The two are a pair, milord,” Segrit announced softly. “And a badge of our former occupation.”
“Aye milord,” Rochard agreed. “They mark us for what we were, and yet might be again, one day, when...”
A sudden hiss from Valin cut through the air like an arrow and all of them sat bolt upright, hands reaching for weapons.
“Graken!” Valin whispered urgently, pointing with his one hand at the mountains south of them, tracking the creature on the wing. “Five hundred yards…”
As one, they stood, crouching, eyes desperately trying to follow the movement of Valin’s finger. Finally, Gawain caught sight of a distant shadow moving against the field of stars.
“It moves away, miThal, it has turned to the west!”
It had, and with the moon almost setting in the south-southwest, they caught a brief glimpse of the flapping silhouette before the moonlight faded behind the mountains of the Eastbinding, and the Graken was lost from their view.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain spat. “Towards Porthmennen, or beyond to Harks Hearth or Porthmorl. Vakin summer heat, if the night had been cooler we might have lured it with a fire!”
“It turned away to the west, Longsword, and we have Valin’s Sight to aid us. The enemy does not. It might not have seen anything glowing on the ground here smaller than the signal fire built atop the tower at the Beacon Gap.”
But frustration filled them all, and they all let out a sigh of disgust when Valin softly announced that the creature had passed beyond range of his Sight.
“We could light a fire for its return, sire?”
“No, Reef, we’d be up all night keeping it stoked and kindling is becoming sparse the closer we get to the mountains. We’ve no idea what its destination is, nor when it might return.”
“Nor even that it will return,” Allazar offered, “Or if it does, that it retraces its path. If Porthmennen is to be its target this night, it may simply wheel around and follow the coastline back to its lair. In less than an hour, the moon will have dipped below the horizon. Already it is past midnight. It can attack, turn, and by keeping the moon over its right shoulder and the mountains to its left, find its way safely back to the lair.”
“Yet the mayor said it was cloudy at West Forkings when the beast attacked there, Serre wizard,” Reef reminded them, “It had no need of the moon then.”
“No indeed, but it missed its target. Its line of flight suggests the rider might have been using a north-needle for the attack upon West Forkings.”
“It’s the seventeenth today, isn’t it?” Gawain suddenly asked.
“By now, the eighteenth,” Allazar confirmed. “The moon sets this night at an hour beyond midnight. The twenty-third will see the moon full, and bright, and low in the south.”
“Is the date important, sire?”
Gawain shrugged. “Eight days ago, the bastard attacked West Forkings. Eight days before that, Porthmennen. And tonight it ventures to the west again.”
“You believe there is an eight-day cycle to their attacks, Longsword?”
Again, Gawain shrugged, and eyed the wizard in the gloom. “Three events separated by eight days cannot be mere coincidence. And if true, then we have eight days before the Graken next strikes. By then, Juria will have learned that Elayeen and all of us have settled at Last Ridings. Once Hellin learns of it, so too will Serat. We need to find and destroy that thing before it can find and destroy the new Hall of Raheen, and those who dwell there.”
“Then we must sleep while we may, and rise early with the sun which, I hasten to add, will come up in less than five hours from now. The going through the mountain passes would not be a speedy one even in the best of times, and these I fear are not they,” Allazar clutched his staff tightly, then sighed, and returned to his blankets.
Sleep that night eluded all save Reef, who seemed to possess that most annoying quality of being able to sleep anywhere at any time. Lucky for him he didn’t snore, Gawain thought enviously, fidgeting to find comfort on his blanket and cloak.
 
They found another scattering of Graken-dung that morning, about two hours after leaving the campsite. Its age was indeterminate, but at least the V of its spreading pointed to a deposit being made on its way back, probably from the attack on West Forkings. Valin saw nothing more of the creature during that night, and now satisfied beyond all doubt that Gawain’s insight born of natural kingly wisdom had indeed been correct, they rode swiftly, watchfully, and with far more urgency than before.
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15. Pass
 
“From this point, we must proceed with great caution,” Allazar warned, the mountains towering over them to each side of the pass, and looming directly ahead. “I fear our friend Valin will feel the strain the most. It was well known from the lessons of the Hallencloister, there was only one path found to the Tower of Urgenenn, and here is where it begins. Doubtless the enemy will have taken steps to protect themselves.”
“I see nothing dark, miThal,” Valin declared quietly, reminding Gawain and Allazar for a moment of Reesen, and another journey into unfamiliar territory.
“Single file, then,” Gawain ordered, the mountains seeming to demand a respectful hush. “Valin has the point, Allazar behind. Segrit next. Rochard, rearguard please.”
“Milord.”
It was the morning of the 20th day of June, sunrise obscured by the great mountains on their left, dark shadows marking clefts in the rock walls about them, but the pass itself was well enough lit by the azure sky directly overhead. Gawain had refused to risk the horses by entering the pass the night before, in spite of clear skies and a bright moon barely three days from full. He’d wanted Valin to rest as much as possible in case, as Allazar had alluded earlier, the way ahead lay strewn with dangers dark-made. The horses, too, had been pushed hard all the way from Last Ridings.
The terrain at first was straightforward enough, a shingle-strewn track with grasses and mosses which marked it as the bed of a shallow wash, and then a steeper rise until bare rock underfoot became the norm and the path, such as it was, narrowed and levelled out to a gentle incline. Segrit cast nervous glances skyward, noting the smoothness of the path, a sure sign that in wet weather this section of the pass was scoured by fast-flowing water. It would not do to be caught in these confines should a flash flood sweep suddenly towards them.
For two hours their nerves were strained by the echoing hoof-falls of their winding progress, rock walls reflecting all sounds and making them seem harsh and so much louder than in reality they were. Finally, the way ahead opened up, it grew suddenly brighter, and ahead of them lay a valley which seemed a haven of serenity compared to the confines of the pass behind them.
They waited while Valin scanned as best he could the vista before them, and then, at a nod from the elf, they set off again, down the steeper slope to the valley floor. Gawain elected to remain on foot, for although there was soil and grass underfoot, there were rocks too both exposed and hidden within the undergrowth, and he decided to allow the horses to make their own way over it rather than risk a bruised hoof through needless haste.
Here and there, goats could be seen on the slopes around them, some in the cover of sparse clusters of trees, others more brazen and standing in plain sight on bare rock further up. It was only when the party finally attained the valley floor that they realised the vista of serene and verdant beauty had been an illusion created by distance. The ground, far from being carpeted by lush grass, was covered in tufts of rough weed and poorer wild grasses, and the rocks between the clumps home to lichens more green than yellow.
There was water though, narrow streams, crystal clear and cool, and they ensured skins were filled and horses well watered before, still awed by the majesty of the mountains around them but disappointed with the valley, they continued, Allazar waving a vague hand towards the southeast. It was near noon when they found themselves at the end of the valley, and saw three paths they might take to leave the false haven behind them.
Without hesitation, Allazar indicated the leftmost, heading almost due east, which seemed entirely contrary to their intended destination, but they took the path without question. The way seemed gentler than before and so their pace quickened, following the undulating course as it wound its way around outcrops and rock-falls. Still they remained on foot, eating on the move, remaining watchful of the terrain around them as well as under foot.
Gawain noted their shadows an hour later, and realised that the path Allazar had set them on was now wending its tortuous way slowly around towards the southwest, and was about to mention this observation when Valin came to an abrupt halt, holding up his right hand. They stood quietly and waited while he moved quickly and quietly some thirty yards ahead of them, crouched to examine something on the ground, dashed another twenty yards to repeat the pose, and then hurried back to report.
“Bones, miThal, as at West Forkings. A goat, I think. Little flesh is upon them, they are old.”
“The Graken?”
Valin shrugged, and nodded, gazing up and around at the slopes. As Allazar had said, the gentler slopes were indeed lined with trees which would make for good cover, but mountain goats being what they were, some were standing atop the lower peaks of outcrops, and would make easy pickings for a silent, winged hunter.
“At least we know the creature ranges far from the tower to eat,” Allazar said quietly. “It is more confirmation that the enemy have a foothold hereabouts. We are still days from the coast though, and should make the most of the daylight available to us. Night will fall quickly here and we can expect little help from the moon.”
“It is the heights,” Gawain heard Rochard explaining to a quizzical Reef. “On the plains, darkness falls when the sun sets beyond the horizon. In the mountains, shadow falls long before sunset.”
Shadowfall, when it came, took everyone except the dwarves a little by surprise. The speed with which shadows raced across the pass was alarming, and the sudden gloom worrying. They were very far from aid should a missed step or careless footfall leave one of them injured, and though the sky above still told of a bright summer’s evening on the plains, here in the confines of a narrow section of the pass between two sheer-sided rock walls, it seemed far more like twilight. Ahead, the path rose and then twisted sharply to the right.
“We should hurry,” Segrit whispered urgently. “It would not be wise to make camp here.”
“Why not?” Gawain asked, his eyes not quite adjusted to the sudden gloom.
“The path is smooth. The walls too, for a height of two feet or more.”
The fact that the channel of sky above them was a pale clear blue failed to lessen the nagging concern that they were travelling along the well-worn bed of a deep wash, and though the poor light made their progress along it fraught, still they moved as quickly as they dared. The sharp twist to the right brought no relief from the gloom nor from the danger posed should rain fall or some distant snow-melt top some natural dam, and when finally the way ahead opened wide and they were able to make a hasty camp in a stand of trees, night fell as abruptly as the shadows had.
“How far do we have left to go, Serre wizard?” Reef asked, finishing his examination of his horse-friend’s hooves by the dim light of a glowstone.
“Far? I know not. Our trail twists and turns. Better to ask how long than how far. Perhaps four days, all being well.”
“All being well?” Gawain prompted, and satisfied that Gwyn was content and fit to travel in the morning, returned to his bedroll.
“The path we walk is an old one, Longsword. The pass we traversed today was described rather well in our lessons at the Hallencloister, but from tomorrow, we must follow the marks left by those who went before us. Without them, we could wander for weeks and not find the Tower except by accident.”
Gawain blinked in the darkness. “So… we’re to follow signs made more than three hundred years ago? What kind of signs?”
“Peace, Longsword, the way was clearly marked by the survivors of the first expedition, else they could not have found their way back with news of the Tower and its occupant’s foul deeds. Nor indeed could the punitive force sent to avenge them have found their way so swiftly to that place in order to put an end to Urgenenn.”
But peace was difficult to come by that night, even in the face of Allazar’s obvious confidence. Gawain was utterly convinced that their progress had been far too simple; had he himself been an Urgenenn, there’d have been Spikebulb every inch of the way, and worse besides.
 
Daylight brought with it the noises of life which thrived in the Eastbinding, and a new vista they’d not seen in their hurry to make camp the night before. A broad woodland, fir trees mostly, swept up and away to the southeast, and scrubby grasses clung to the soil with the same tenacity that lichen clung to exposed rock. Water was plentiful, though from springs and rivulets rather than streams and rivers, and the forebodings of the night before seemed to vanish with the crisp splendour of morning.
But Gawain and his comrades weren’t for sightseeing, and barely had the dawn chorus ceased its raucous greeting than they were on their way, heading for the distant end of the broad and U-shaped valley they’d occupied overnight. It was safe enough to travel on horseback, and this they did for the two hours it took to reach a fork, at the centre of which was an immense buttress of rock. A glance over his shoulder showed Gawain the distant shadow that was the crack of the pass they had left far behind them, and then his attention was drawn to the front of the column where Allazar had dismounted.
From the look of it, the wizard was searching for something, and a rising sense of alarm began to fill Gawain’s stomach.
“Looking for a three hundred year old signpost?” he called out, as quietly as he could and yet still be heard by the wizard twenty yards away.
Allazar, dressed in his grubby townguard uniform and clutching the cloth-wrapped Dymendin, flicked an annoyed gaze back at the column before continuing his search. Gawain sighed, and dismounted, the others following suit save for Valin, who sat saddle casting his gaze all around.
Reef offered Gawain a canteen of water, and when it was politely refused, took a sip and hung it back over his shoulder.
“Not much keen on this lot, sire. Not much keen at all.”
“Aye, Reef. The way ahead has too many bits in it for my liking, too. I’m glad for the bones and the dung and the sighting we had of the enemy, though. At least we know they really are here, somewhere.”
“Not surprised no-one lives here,” the big man from Bernside sighed, “Rochard says the springs probably don’t flow all year ‘round, and the smaller mounts of granite like that one yonder crumble and split in winter. Ice gets in the cracks, he says, and forces great blocks to fall.”
“Wonderful,” Gawain grimaced. “Let’s hope no such falls have blocked the path to the tower. If there’s no way in except by Graken, our expedition will be entirely in vain.”
“Wizard’s waving us forward, sire.”
“Aye, come on. Let’s see what he’s found.”
Allazar was smiling happily when the rest of the party joined him at the fork. “Up there, on the shelf of rock, Longsword.”
Sure enough, about thirty feet above them on a ledge at the front of the buttress was a small block of granite, mottled with yellow lichen, and in the centre of the block was carved a deep H, with an arrow pointing to the left.
“Our way is clearly marked,” Allazar announced. “The signs have endured these three centuries past. We must remain as watchful as ever, though. The closer we approach the tower, the greater the danger.”
“I’m surprised we’ve encountered no discouraging defences so far,” Gawain confessed his concerns aloud.
“Aye,” Reef agreed. “Why allow an enemy to draw close to the heart when you can keep ‘im safely at a distance?”
Allazar shook his head. “Dark defences would only serve to draw attention should they be encountered by chance; it’s not unknown for prospectors to venture into the Eastbinding in search of riches, and in the past, brigands and criminals have fled this way. Far better to keep such resources closer to home, I think.”
“Really?” Gawain exclaimed, “I seem to remember a wizard assuring me on several occasions that he was no expert in military matters.”
“Very true,” Allazar conceded, “But the smaller creatures of the Pangoricon such as Aknid of Gothen and cruel plants such as the Spikebulb of Tansee have a finite lifetime; their aquamire decays slowly until the point where it becomes so unstable it is spontaneously liberated. Better to use such weapons on a path where an enemy poses a definite threat, rather than disperse them broadly far off and risk their loss through harmless ageing, or against harmless passers-by.”
Gawain shrugged. “A bit rocky for Aknid and Spikebulb, don’t you think?”
Allazar eyed the gravel underfoot, and the more fertile slopes of the valleys around them. “In such terrain as this, I can think of much worse to keep unwelcome guests away. Not the least of which were encountered atop a hill in Mornland recently. Those foul things were of a design entirely unknown to me. But come, Longsword, we have far to go, and if we are to have any hope of destroying the Graken and its rider before its next sortie, we shouldn’t dawdle.”
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16. Smoke and Mirrors
 
They journeyed along broad glacial valleys and through narrow gullies, the winding way becoming narrower and more parlous as they went. There were steep slopes to negotiate too until, two days after passing the centuries-old signpost left by the Hallencloister’s first expedition, their path ended in a narrow gorge which brought them to a nervous halt.
Valin eyed the sheer rock walls either side of the gorge, and the trickle of water that still ran the length of the cleft between two peaks. Segrit and Rochard eyed them too, and shrugged. The cleft between the two immense rock walls was ancient, and if any collapse was likely at all, today had as much chance of seeing it as any other. No-one could deny the rising tension in the small group of six, though. The gorge was barely wide enough for two horses to ride abreast, and it was a perfect place for an ambush.
“It would’ve been nice of the Hallenbeards to have left a few more signposts along the way,” Gawain sighed. “At least we’d know we’re still on the right trail and must pass through this crack.”
“There have been no alternative routes along the way to give rise to any confusion, Longsword. We have followed the only safe and possible path available to us, and must continue to do so now.”
“We’ve been travelling mostly towards the east,” Gawain grumbled. “Which is the wrong way. And tonight’s the full moon, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Allazar agreed, “The twenty-third day of June. I very much doubt the Graken will risk being sighted with such a bright light in the sky as we’ll see this night, and we still have three more days to reach the Tower if indeed the Graken only ventures abroad every eight days. Our path likely swings back to the west soon.”
“Well,” Gawain announced, “Whether we like it or not, it’s go through that crack or go back the way we came. Check horses and water first, though. I know we did it this morning but before I venture into who knows what through there, I want to be sure we’re not lacking anything vital.”
And so they dismounted, attending to their mounts and the packhorses, testing straps, belts, buckles bags and bundles, and when all was declared secure and in good order, they mounted again, and Valin led the way into the gorge, his ancient Callodonian horse-bow cocked and bolted, and hooked over the pommel of his saddle ready to be snatched up if needed.
It was an eerie and oppressive path, the small stream splashing underfoot; a stream which would doubtless become a raging torrent in a thunderstorm or heavy downpour. The sheer rock walls towering above them spoke of the power of that torrent, and made them grateful for the cloudless azure sky they’d been enjoying all day. That sky was like a flash of blue lightning frozen in time high overhead, and helped to light the gloomy confines through which they now travelled, the sound of hooves echoing sharply.
Gwyn could feel Gawain’s tension, just as Endera, Reef’s horse-friend, could feel her chosen mount’s anxiety too, and by means which only horses know, that discomfort was communicated to all the animals in the train wending its way slowly through the gorge. Still they pressed on, ears and eyes straining for any hint of danger, men and horses both.
Finally, after what seemed an age, a great strip of light lay ahead, the end of the gorge and an unseen expanse of open land beyond it. Valin paused, glanced over his shoulder, and while the others waited, eased forward to cast his Sight over the landscape which as yet only he could see. Another signal, and the rest of them moved cautiously forward to the end of the gorge where it widened into a broad V, and eyed the tree lined slopes either side of them.
Before them, a broad wash ending in a deep, almost circular lake which fed the rivulet of water that flowed through the gorge, and beyond that, another tree lined slope rising steeply to the sheer rock rim which, they finally realised, ran all around them. They were standing in the vast crater of an ancient volcano. Beyond the lake, through the shimmering of late afternoon heat-haze, Gawain thought he could see a second crack in the rim wall, presumably the way out.
“MiThal,” Valin said softly, “There is darkness here.”
Hands slid to weapons, eyes frantically scanned the crater rim and trees.
“Where?”
Valin nodded up the slope to the left, the northern rim of the crater. “There is a cloud there, a wall of mist which my Sight cannot penetrate. It is the same as at Croptop. And also, in front of us in the east, the same mist, to each side of the lake, at the foot of the slopes.”
To ordinary eyes, nothing untoward could be seen. The trees were conifers, tall and evergreen, and there was grass and bracken growing on the ground between the trunks. The broad wash leading to the lake was bare rock for the most part, winter’s deluge scouring the basin floor on its way through the gorge to the valley behind them. No hint of a threat, and no sound of one, either.
“So,” Gawain sighed. “It seems here is where we encounter the enemy’s first line of defence. If that crack in the east wall at the far side of the rim is our way out, we first have to pass the lake, to one side or the other.”
“And both sides guarded by the mist only Ranger Valin can see,” Reef muttered. “Lovely.”
“The mist does not guard,” Valin declared. “It obscures, as dense smoke. At Croptop, all eyes were deceived. What was seen with ordinary eyes was not what was there, and eldeneyes could see nothing.”
“Point well made, mate,” Reef quietly acknowledged, remembering the details of the tale Meeya had told of events in Mornland.
“Allazar?” Gawain asked.
The wizard shrugged, head swivelling. Then acting on an impulse, pulled open a section of the cloth wrapping on his staff to expose the wood beneath, and gripped the bare Dymendin.
“The very faintest of vibrations,” Allazar declared. “I could not feel them through the cloth, and doubt I would have noticed anyway had I not been alerted by our friend Valin. Whatever this is, it has been well and carefully done, and the power which drives the mist only Valin can see is subtle indeed.”
“Dwarfspit. We have no way of knowing what lies in the trees up there on the slope, which even now may be watching us. Nor what lies either side of the paths around the lake before us. There is no cloud obscuring the trees to the right, Valin?”
“None, miThal.”
“Then we’ll simply take the higher road, and go around whatever blocks our way.”
“I cannot imagine the enemy left a door wide open for us to bypass their traps, Longsword.”
“No,” Gawain admitted. “Nor can I.”
“I will scout on foot, milord,” Segrit offered immediately.
“And I shall accompany Ranger Segrit, miThal,” Valin asserted. “The heights may give my Sight a better vantage from which to penetrate the clouds.”
Gawain pondered for a moment, suddenly anxious for his two companions. He eyed the slope up to the right, and followed it, the rim of the great crater arcing south to east, as the shadows cast around them confirmed. Perhaps whatever defences had lain up there had faded and ceased to become a threat, aquamire liberated long ago. If not, Valin would certainly see it, though Segrit would not. He gave a curt nod, and instantly and nimbly, dwarf and elf dismounted, setting off quickly.
Gawain fiddled with the arrow he’d strung before they’d entered the western end of the gorge now at their backs, watching the two rangers as they scurried up the steep slope and moved quickly into the trees, and out of sight.
“Take ‘em a while to move ‘round and draw level with that lake,” Reef muttered.
“Aye, true,” Gawain agreed. “The crack in the rim yonder, the way out, it’s what, three quarters of a mile?”
“If we’re seeing what we’re actually seeing, aye sire, about that.”
“We need to be careful with your stick, Allazar.”
“How so?”
“If you can feel the dark power working here, however slight it might be, then loosing an immense lightning-tree will doubtless be felt at the tower.”
“Possibly,” the wizard conceded. “But only if the elfwizard of Toorsencreed, if that is indeed what awaits us there, is holding a staff of his own. From the description we had of him, I’d say it’s more likely a Rod of Asteran he carries, and that is far from being as sensitive as Dymendin.”
“Didn’t you say that aquamire, black or grey, would give the bastard great power?”
“The wizard yes, his tools, no. Unless he possesses Dymendin and is holding it if or when I loose a blast of fire, I doubt he will notice. Not by mystic means, anyway. Besides, if anything should come hurtling from the mists we cannot see straight towards us, I shall not hesitate to end its foul existence. Forewarned or not, the enemy stronghold is still our destination.”
“It’s not us I’m worried about, Allazar. It’s Elayeen and Last Ridings, if the enemy learn you are here.”
“I know. But in truth, didn’t you once tell me, it’s always wise to assume the enemy know everything you do?”
Gawain sighed. “Yes. But as Captain Hass also said, if you’ve got a few things up yer sleeves apart from yer arms, keep ‘em there ‘til needed.”
“Then let us hope my staff is not needed, Longsword.”
“Much good it was at finding the door to Crown Peak,” Gawain sniffed.
“The door is doubtless buried beneath an age of fluvial sediment,” the wizard protested quietly. “Even I cannot see through the ground to what lies beneath.”
“Fluvial sediment, eh? I hope Corax learned more from you than you did from him.”
“So do I,” Allazar mumbled, peering up at the trees, looking for signs of movement. There were none, save for small birds.
“The mist or cloud Valin described, and Elayeen and Meeya too. Do you know what it is?”
“It is a very complex form of the Cloak of Quintinenn, I think. While the cloak clouds the minds of men and thus renders the wizard employing it unseen, the exact nature of the mist here is not part of the knowledge I possess. I believe, Longsword, we are dealing with the kind of tools which the Viell of Elvendere kept hidden even from the D’ith, and for a very long time.”
“More than three hundred years, at least.”
“Yes. But far more modern than the knowledge which allowed me to describe in my book the creatures of the Pangoricon, and how they may be destroyed. The illusion which so confused the senses of those who saw it atop Croptop Hill, and which likely confuses our own here, was not known in elder times, and I certainly heard of nothing of its kind during my studies at the Hallencloister. I know I bore only the humble rank of pat, but all of us who studied there knew what we might expect to learn with each step taken up the ladder of the D’ith. Though, in truth, only the Sardor himself knew what secrets would be available to him, and then only after his ascension. Believe me, Longsword, the illusion, if there be one here, is not of the D’ith’s making. Like those ‘snowballs of lightning’ the Viell used in the manner of Doves of Orris, which were unknown to Master Arramin as well as myself.”
“None of which is very comforting.”
“I agree.”
“Look yonder, Valin and Segrit, in the trees almost halfway to the far wall.”
“They are making no signals.”
“No, and it looks as though they are turning back.” Gawain raised an arm to show that he had seen them, and the two rangers promptly disappeared back into the trees.
“Then we must assume there is no path to the exit from the crater, at least not by the route they have scouted.”
“And that’s not very comforting either.”
“No indeed.”
“You know, this Dwarfspit crater reminds me of a certain box. We have no idea what it might contain.”
“And there the similarity ends, I fear,” the wizard sighed. “For we, unlike the owner of that other box, have no choice but to open this one, if we are to pass through the far rim and continue on to the tower.”
“We’ll wait and see what Valin and Segrit have to say before making any decisions. It could be that Valin managed to see from up there what we can’t from down here. Or he may give us a hint as to what might lie beyond the mist up there on the northern slopes.”
“Walls of the crater rim are steep, sire, won’t be any climbing them.”
“No, Reef, and no way for the horses to do so if there were.”
“Could try swimming across the lake?”
Gawain eyed the distant, mirror-like surface of the lake almost at the centre of the crater. The water appeared cool, and clear, and blue as the sky above them. “Assuming there is in fact a lake there at all, and our eyes aren’t deceived.”
“Point well made, sire.”
Gawain felt a fleeting smile twitching before his features set grim once more. “It’s not easy coming to terms with the fact that what we see might not be what’s actually there. The more I think about it, the greater my admiration for Elayeen and her friends, and their deeds on the hilltop in Mornland.”
“Believing the way ahead is an illusion saps confidence and piques fear,” Allazar agreed, “It would be a weapon worthy of the Sethi.”
“True, but we only believe it’s an illusion because Valin’s Sight cannot penetrate the mist he sees. Didn’t Meeya tell about an expedition from that riverside town, which passed right through the centre of the lair and that dread field of bones without knowing it?”
“And that is the insidious nature of the illusion, Longsword. Without the Sight to give warning, we might have blundered into death never knowing what it was that killed us, or how it came to pass. I am glad Morloch’s cadres did not possess the secrets of such a weapon; how could ordinary men with ordinary eyes live in this world never truly knowing that what they see is truly what is there? It would make madmen of us all.”
“Who would know, if we were all mad?”
“Who is to say we are not, in truth?”
“May I humbly declare, sire, how glad I am I’ve not to have travelled with you and Serre wizard further than I already have, and that I intend to stick to friend Valin like glue from now on.”
Gawain flicked a smiling glance over his shoulder at the big man. “Yes, I suppose our conversations can be a mite bizarre or confusing to those obliged to overhear them. But that’s the nature of wizards and their mumbling.”
“I do not mumble,” Allazar protested quietly, almost mumbling. “And from the flight of small birds yonder, I think friends Valin and Segrit are returned.”
Sure enough, the two rangers emerged from the trees at the jog, stealth abandoned. Which was a little alarming.
“At least we know the birds are real,” Gawain muttered.
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17. Three Paths
 
“There is a rift, miThal, blocking the way. It runs from base of the rim wall down into the mist. It cannot be crossed, and is deep. I cannot tell if it runs all the way to the lake, the mist there extends up the slope some fifty paces into the trees.”
“And your Sight gained no advantage?”
Valin shrugged. “Some, miThal. The grey smoke either side of the lake extends some twenty yards towards the far rim wall. The area obscured there on the northern slopes is much greater, and could hide a small army in the trees.”
“If there are trees,” Reef mumbled.
“True,” Valin agreed.
“Then we have three paths we can go by,” Gawain declared. “To the right of the lake, to the left of the lake, and possibly through the lake itself, assuming the lake is actually there. Going up and around the northern slope with its blanket of mystic fog is doubtless most unwise.”
“Unless that is what the enemy wish us to believe, Longsword.”
“You’re not helping.”
“Apologies.”
“The reason you both abandoned stealth, Valin?”
The elf shrugged. “There seemed little point delaying our return, miThal. Certainly if an enemy lurks within the mist, it saw us the moment we entered the crater.”
“Good point. We saw birds scatter in alarm from the trees on your approach, did you notice anything untoward in there?”
“No, miThal. The trees we passed were real enough, the grasses and bracken too.”
“The lake looks right, milord, water’s dark blue in the middle, lighter at the edges. Hole’s deep that it sits in, but it’s a lot smaller’n Lake Crownmount. No fish in it here, and no fisher-birds because of that. ‘Part from that, milord,” Segrit paused, and looked around the rim again, “I seen nothing that I wouldn’t expect, and nothing missing that I would. Rochard?”
“Aye, looks like it should from here, milord.”
“Wonderful,” Gawain sighed. “The rift, Valin, how wide?”
“Thirty feet in places, miThal.”
“Anyone bring an axe?”
“Got my small hatchet for firewood, milord.”
“Thank you, Rochard. No-one else?”
Shrugs all around. And then the wizard cottoned on to Gawain’s train of thought.
“If you’re thinking of felling trees to build a bridge across the rift, Longsword, it’s not entirely beyond my ability to fell the smaller ones with white fire.”
“And then the six of us hack the branches off with Rochard’s hatchet, and somehow manhandle them across a thirty-foot chasm, bind them together, and persuade the horses across. It doesn’t seem much like a good idea now that I’ve said it out loud, does it.”
“Nai, miThal.”
“Actually I was speaking rather rhetorically, Valin, but thanks for the confirmation anyway.”
A long pause followed, eyes surveying the scene, horses standing quietly and attentively, ears pricked forward.
“At Croptop, the three creatures didn’t attack the large party of soldiery and volunteers from that riverside town?” Gawain asked.
“No, miThal. The expedition from Fourbanks is said to have crossed the top of the hill and passed through the centre. They saw badger, wolf, and sheep, but were not attacked.”
“Perhaps the creatures feared being overcome by such a large and well-armed force.”
“Perhaps.”
“I can’t help wondering why we’ve been permitted to sit here for so long, and to explore the southern slopes, and been left entirely unmolested all this time.”
“Perhaps, Longsword, the danger which awaits us is not animated at all. Such an illusion could hide a field of Spikebulbs, for example, and stepping on one of those far from a healer… well.”
Memories of Jerryn sent a shiver down Gawain’s spine. “But didn’t you say the smaller creations of aquamire had a finite lifetime?”
“I did. But who is to say what awaits us where all eyes are deceived? If there is a graven monolith of the kind seen at Croptop somewhere near the lake, we might launch arrows seeking it from dawn to dusk and never learn its location.”
“True. There may even be two, one either side of that lake.”
“Could try swimming across the lake?” Reef suggested again.
“Is that all you Bernsiders did, swim in Lough Rea?” Gawain asked.
Reef shrugged. “It was something to do. And Endera’s mad keen on swimming. Had to clear a ramp on the banks by the quay in Last Ridings a couple of years ago, so she can climb out after jumping in the river there.”
Gawain smiled in spite of himself. Gwyn was fond of water, too, and his memory of summers at Lough Rea were blur of warmth, peace, and beauty.
“She and I could give it a go, sire? That’s more of a pond than a lake anyway.”
“If it is a lake,” Gawain reminded them. “I haven’t seen so much as a ripple on its surface all the time we’ve been sat here.”
There was another long silence, and Gawain knew they were waiting for him to make a decision. The trouble was, he doubted even Captain Hass would have any appropriate advice to cover these circumstances beyond his smiling and insistent adage of be creative! It was difficult to be creative where the unknown was concerned, and the unknown, by its very nature, made a mocking platitude of assess!
“We’ll move forward, line abreast, weapons ready,” he declared. “Straight up the bed of this run-off to the edge of the lake. Segrit, toss me that rock, will you?”
The dwarf nipped across the wash to fetch the hefty, smooth rock Gawain had indicated, and after handing it up to the king, climbed into the saddle. Weapons were readied, horses moved into position, and they began to advance, slowly and cautiously.
Nothing moved. Even the birds seemed content to remain hidden and stationary in the woods. The air about them was still, and hot, not a breath of a breeze, the rocks radiating the heat of the day. Even his own breath seemed to Gawain reluctant to stir the scene about them.
Hooves clopped noisily on the bare rock of the wash, and echoed from the sheer walls behind them.
Three hundred yards, Gawain thought. If Valin yet had both his arms, the edge of the lake would be within bowshot. They’d have three hundred yards to bring down anything which might come charging at them. He had to keep telling himself that what he was seeing might not be there, his brain confused by his eyes into believing the placid scene before them was merely harmless terrain comprised of simple rock, water, and tree lined slopes.
Sweat stained their short-sleeved shirts, cloth clinging to damp skin, irritating where it chafed under arms tensed and ready to bring weapons instantly to bear. The rivulet of water trickling down the centre of the wash sparkled in the sunlight and splashed a little under Gwyn’s hooves, the sight and sounds making them thirsty in the baking heat of mid summer. And still the crater seemed to be holding its breath.
At last, ten yards from the shore of the glass-like lake, they halted. And waited. Still nothing burst upon them, still there came not the faintest wisp of a breeze.
“Wait here,” Gawain whispered, “And cover me.”
With that, he slipped the arrow in his right hand back into his quiver, whipped the string around his wrist, and still clutching the rock in his left hand, dismounted slowly, silently. The walk to the water’s edge seemed endless, his skin crawling, eyes flicking this way and that, ears straining but hearing only his own breath and his own pulse.
He stopped a yard short of the lake shore, and squatted to dip the fingertips of his right hand into the slender ribbon of clear water trickling down the slope. The water was warm, and wet, and very real. But that, he knew, did not mean the lake was. For all they knew, there was no lake, just a distant spring trickling the last of its winter catchment away, waiting to be replenished by winter rains. There was only one way to find out.
He transferred the rock to his right hand, hefted it to gauge its weight, took two steps backwards and then two great paces forward before heaving the rock high, far out towards the centre of the lake.
Of course, the rock was heavy and he’d had no chance of landing it in the middle of a lake more than a hundred yards in diameter, but it was the thought that counted. All of them watched the rock arcing and tumbling lazily through the air, up, and over, and then down. And then, with a satisfying kersplonk it disappeared into the water, throwing up the smallest of spouts before ripples at once began spreading outward, racing across what had been the glass-like and serene surface.
Gawain grinned, and let out a sigh of relief. Behind him, he could almost hear the tension flowing from his companions. Alternating his gaze between the apparently clear regions between water and woodland to each side of the lake, he walked slowly backwards towards Gwyn.
“Looks like swimming across the lake has moved up the list of available options,” he said quietly.
“Me and Endera will go first, sire, if you like?”
“If you’re sure, Reef. Where does the mist end, Valin? At the water’s edge or further in?”
“It fades some five yards from the lakeside, miThal.”
Gawain nodded, turned to face the lake and folded his arms, feeling Gwyn’s breath on the back of his neck.
Then he felt something, beneath his feet, and saw more ripples racing across the lake’s surface, this time from the shore to the centre and back again. He thought he recognised the odd sensation, and then he realised what it was; it felt like a very small, a very very small, version of the unlocking of the mighty power unleashed at Raheen. It felt as though the crater floor had been lifted the tiniest fraction of an inch, and then dropped.
“Back,” he whispered, “Back away…” turning to leap up onto Gwyn’s back.
Horses snorted as reins were tightened and the animals began moving away from the lakeside, eyes wide.
Then a great shimmering bubble broke up through the surface at the centre of the lake, sending more ripples rushing and a puff of steam spiralling upwards. They felt rather than heard a low rumbling, and the horses became even more alarmed.
“Up the slope!” Gawain screamed, “Up the slope!” and Gwyn turned hard to the right, nudging Allazar’s horse in that direction as she did, and began the charge out of the dry wash bed and towards the tree lined slope to the south.
Another great bubble boiled to the surface in the middle of the lake, and when it burst, it sent a gout of water high into the air. Then the charging riders heard an awful, gurgling, sucking sound, and though racing headlong for the trees, couldn’t help but cast terrified glances over their shoulders. The lake was swirling, faster and faster, draining like bath with its plug pulled. At the centre of the vortex, a deep darkness spoke of the awful, gaping fate which would have befallen any creature foolish enough to have been in the water when the maelstrom began.
“Ride!” Gawain screamed again, urging them on as the whistling, sucking cacophony rose from behind them.
“The packhorse! The packhorse!” Rochard screamed above the din, and another hasty glance showed one of the pack animals had broken free of its trailing rein in the panic and was charging headlong towards the far eastern rim of the crater, straight towards the area they knew to be obscured by mystic mists.
Then an immense gurgling and rumbling from the lake drew another glance, the deep funnel of the almost conical basin completely dry… but the sound of galloping hooves changed, they were on the slopes, heading up into the trees, and leaning forward to avoid being whipped by low branches.
Gwyn slowed to a halt, the other horses and riders following suit, and they turned, and watched in horror as a new sound rent the air, as though the very world were screaming, high-pitched, becoming a shrieking whistle…
“The packhorse!” Rochard cried again, and they saw the panic-stricken animal seem to blink out of existence before their very eyes at the same instant a deafening roar of an explosion stunned their senses, an immense geyser of boiling water and superheated steam blasting into the sky.
Clouds of steam billowed in all directions, racing towards them, and they instinctively moved higher up the slope and further into the trees, but though they felt a little of the heat and the sudden and uncomfortable rise in humidity, they were far enough away to avoid a scalding.
“By the Teeth!” Reef gasped, gaping at the roaring spectacle.
“The horse survived!” Segrit announced, pointing, and sure enough, the pack animal seemed safe enough, running now for the distant safety of the trees in the east.
“Can you see through the mist and steam, Valin?” Gawain called, “Is that grey fog still there?”
“Nai, miThal!” Valin called back over the din of the eruption, his voice filled with dread, “I see two grey pillars now, one each side of the lake, and the cloud on the northern slope has gone! I see shapes moving there now!”
“Shapes? How many?”
“I cannot tell!”
Gawain’s heart hammered, and he stared across the lake, trying to see if he could pick out anything moving in the trees there. It was hopeless, of course, the billowing plume obscuring the far side of the crater almost entirely. But then the intensity of the eruption seemed to fall, and with it, the height of the plume, and the geyser began to pulse, steam hissing to the sound of a gurgling counterpoint.
“Look there!” Allazar shouted.
Below them and slightly to their right they could see on their side of the lake basin one of the pillars Valin’s Sight had detected, clouds of steam now easing back towards the middle of the eruption. From this distance, it appeared similar to that which Elayeen had described at Croptop, graven with runes, pointed, and crowned with aquamire stones.
“There are two dark disks in front of the pillar, miThal,” Valin announced, “Though they are fading now.”
“Guardstones!” Allazar called, “There were guardstones set there, and the packhorse has triggered them! And now, the creatures which laid dormant on the north side of the rim have been awoken! We must hurry, Longsword, we must get to the eastern side of the ridge that bars our way on this side, or be caught with our backs to that unbridgeable chasm!”
“Dwarfspit!” Gawain spat. “To the east then! Quickly!” And he led the way on Gwyn, riding swiftly back down the slope through the tree line and turning to the right, thundering after the packhorse whose panic had unleashed an unknown enemy against them.
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18. Retreat
 
Gawain caught a glimpse of the graven pillar and the more familiar coin-like guardstones as Gwyn galloped past them, and to his right he saw wisps of steam rising near the jagged end of the chasm which had been obscured by the false image dark magic had created. The air was uncomfortably hot and wet, steam billowing across the path and cooling rapidly, and the stink of sulphurous gases was faintly nauseating.
He heard Allazar shouting from behind him, but over the hissing roar of the geyser and the thunder of Gwyn’s hooves, Gawain couldn’t make out the words. He was the first to catch up with the packhorse, the animal tiring quickly from its gallop, thanks to the load on its back. Gwyn slowed, Gawain leaned from the saddle, and snatched at the remnants of its broken trailing reins, and both horses came to a snorting halt.
Ahead, the tree covered slopes at the eastern side of the rim, though from this vantage the crack that was their destination and exit from the crater was lost from view in a rim wall made seemingly flat by the sun blazing from behind them in the west.
“On!” Allazar cried, “On! The creatures advance!”
On then they rode, and at the foot of the slope, hooves scattered clods of moss and bracken and lumps of gravel bound by damp soil made sticky by the eruption, which even now was gurgling to something of a tame conclusion in the basin behind them.
“MiThal!” Valin cried, “MiThal! Two shapes come this way! They move quickly!”
Gawain flicked a glance to his left, but of course saw nothing but trees and the spaces between their lofty trunks. The slope became steeper, the way ahead made more perilous by rocky outcrops and small fissures, and again they slowed, having no choice, even Gwyn baulking at charging headlong through such parlous terrain.
“Three hundred yards!” Valin shouted.
“The glade to the right!” Gawain called, Gwyn turning at once to a small clearing left in the wake of a lightning-struck tree and subsequent fire, the ground rocky and seared black.
There, among a number of gnarled and blackened stumps from which shoots of new growth had begun to emerge, they halted, horses snorting, and dismounted, gathering to face an oncoming enemy only Valin’s Sight could yet see moving rapidly towards them.
“They run quickly, miThal, as hounds pursue a hare.”
“Allazar, to the fore.”
The wizard, breathing hard, stepped two paces forward, and ripped the darkening cloth strip from his Dymendin, holding the staff firmly in both hands.
Down in the crater floor, the geyser belched, the gurgling rose, and water began to refill the conical, smooth-sided basin of the lake, immense bubbles of steam erupting to churn the surface like a cauldron coming to the boil.
“Two hundred yards,” Valin declared, eyeing his horse-bow and shifting into a more sideways pose, preparing to lift the weapon and take aim.
“Let the wizard do his work,” Gawain said quietly, “We’ll not waste our darts and arrows loosing where white fire can spare us the loss.”
“They are moving farther apart from each other, miThal,” Valin explained. “Ten yards now separates them.”
“Dwarfspit. Allazar?”
“If they run like greyhounds, Longsword, it might be best for me to take one and leave the other for you, to be sure of destroying them both before they’re into our ranks.”
Gawain tightened the string on his arrow, and Segrit and Rochard stepped alongside Valin, their crossbows at the ready.
“One hundred yards.”
It was eerie. Valin could ‘see’ the creatures advancing rapidly, but the rest couldn’t so much as hear them; the horses were still breathing hard from their exertions and drowned out all the woodland sounds. Only the death-rattle of the geyser was loud enough to be heard over the snorts and wheezes behind them.
“There!” Allazar cried, “Like Yarken of the Tansee only… There!”
Gawain glimpsed one of the creatures speeding through the trees, nimbly leaping over clumps of bracken and fern, twisting and jinking between the trunks. Valin lifted his horse-bow, and thumbed its safety-catch. The two dwarves dropped to one knee, raising their crossbows to their shoulders, and did likewise.
To the right, the second of the creatures came blasting over a clump of ferns and Gawain noted its features; its muzzle was less like a dog and far more like the elongated snout of a bat, needle-sharp teeth exposed, its ears also reminiscent of that flying mammal. But the body, like a greyhound’s, was built for speed, and speed it certainly possessed. It had sprinted fully a quarter of the rim’s circumference in the time it had taken horses to gallop perhaps a little more than half its radius.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar shouted, and loosed a gout of white fire fully into the face of the hissing evil racing towards him.
At the same time, Gawain and Reef drew back their arms for the throw, but two deep thrums and one higher-pitched kerchang! beat them to it, two heavy bolts and a steel dart flashing into the chest and head of the second of the creatures, which promptly tumbled, pitched and rolled and in a flailing heap of limbs and tail and came to an abrupt and smoking halt some ten yards away from them.
Gawain watched, fascinated, as Valin stooped, jammed his boot through the stirrup at the front of the horse-bow, reset the safety-catch, and racked the weapon before rising to turn his gaze to the northern side of the rim.
“Two more creatures are moving this way, but slower than the dog-things, miThal. The rest are moving to the western entrance.”
“How many?”
The creature downed by bolt and dart fizzled alarmingly, and then with a whooshing of purple fire, was consumed.
“There is one very large shape, squat, moving very slowly. Two more of those speedy creatures have already reached the entrance. Four… no, five others are moving towards them, at a man’s swift running pace, heading down the slope to the crater floor.”
A sudden squirming in Gawain’s stomach made his mouth dry, and it had nothing to do with the pungent bubbling gases from the lake, now almost entirely refilled, or the oily smoke from the creature’s conflagration.
“We must leave this crater, Longsword,” Allazar declared. “Those things were not Yarken, but some other creation, doubtless of Urgenenn-Viell design. Whatever else has been loosed, I would rather not encounter it in these confines.”
“Agreed. Up to the exit then, and out to whatever else awaits us between here and the tower. Move quickly but safely, for the sake of the horses. It’d be a long walk back without them.”
They mounted, and moved as quickly as they dared, Valin casting frequent glances over his left shoulder as they made their way through the slowly thinning trees towards the high rim wall which loomed above them. It was still late afternoon, at least five hours of daylight remained, the sun blazing in the west and heat radiating from the rocks around them.
It was slow going though, the terrain dangerously uneven, and the upward slope increased more rapidly the higher they went. It came as no surprise when Valin eventually announced:
“The two shapes continue to advance, miThal. They are clearer now, dark grey, and they have the shape of small men.”
“How far?”
“Perhaps two hundred yards, a little more. They are moving well below us, though, as if to cut off our retreat down the slope.”
The bubble in Gawain’s stomach broke, like the roiling turmoil on the lake which had presaged the eruption of the geyser.
“Vakin Dwarfspit,” he sighed, disgusted, sending a shudder of alarm through all of them.
“What is it, Longsword?”
“Where’s the vakin exit, Allazar? Where’s the crack here in the east wall!”
“Above us, Longsword, the sun’s light has removed the shadows from the rock before us…”
“There’s no sign of it, Allazar! There’s been no sign of it since the packhorse tripped the guardstones by the lake and the plumes from the geyser obscured all view of this side of the rim!”
Heads turned, eyes frantically scanning the sheer rim of the ancient crater and the lichen-blotched rock and gravel of the slope before them. Nothing. There was no sign of a fissure, no sign of an exit. To the west, and the best part of three quarters of a mile away, the gorge carved through the rim over long centuries of erosion was perfectly clear for all to see. Here, there was nothing but sheer rock.
“An illusion…” Allazar sighed, and the full horror of dark deceit washed over them like a billowing cloud from the geyser.
“A trap!” Gawain spat, turning to look back down at the lake over the treetops below. “And for two days we’ve followed the path Toorsencreed intended and walked straight into it! For two days we’ve been led by the nose to a doom left lying in wait for any expedition stupid enough to blunder in and release it! We have Valin’s eldeneyes to warn us, yet still we sprang the trap!”
“But the marker left by the D’ith…” Allazar began to protest, but was promptly cut off by a Gawain fuming like the lake below, and on the verge of his own eruption.
“A block of stone! On a ledge! Do you know what an H looks like upside-down!”
“The creatures are now directly below us in the trees, miThal, and have stopped.”
“Wonderful!” Gawain grimaced, “Just vakin wonderful! And while they delay us here the remainder stroll around to the only way in and out of this place, and bar it against us.”
Rage burned and made his blood sing in his ears, but he knew he had to calm himself. He’d been too self-absorbed, and he knew it. Too concerned for Elayeen and Last Ridings, and not concerned enough for himself and the destruction of the enemy. He’d been complacent, regarding Urgenenn’s Tower as just another spot burned into a map that could be razed by a simple boot against a barrel of oil to fry the emissary within. But it was not a Ramoth tower they’d set out to destroy. They were moving against what was likely the Toorsencreed’s only stronghold east of Elvendere, and he should’ve known how jealously such a foothold would be guarded.
“Have they moved, Valin?”
“Nai, miThal.”
“And at the gorge?”
“The five creatures have reached the entrance to the gorge and have positioned themselves in line abreast across it. The large shape is still in the trees; it continues to move down the slope towards the lake, though very slowly.”
They couldn’t see anything with their own eyes, deciding that any shapes visible at the entrance to the gorge were simply fanciful creations of minds deceived by distance and the shimmering of hot vapours still wafting from the lake. Minds which had already been deceived into believing something was there which was not... a way out.
“We can’t stay here,” Gawain announced. “We’re too exposed and have nowhere to go should they launch a frontal attack. We’ll make our way along the rim here towards the north, and then drop down to the glade where we faced those dog-bat creatures. And that’s assuming the two things below us will permit us to make an advance in any direction at all.”
“There is nothing in the Pangoricon that cannot be destroyed by white fire, Longsword,” Allazar announced in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. “Even the mighty Kraal-beast can be reduced to ashes.”
“And are those dog-bats to be found anywhere in the Pangoricon or in your book, wizard, under any letter of the alphabet you care to name?”
“No,” Allazar admitted, “No, they are not.”
“Then more than likely neither is anything else we’ll have to overcome to get out of this Dwarfspit crater. We move slowly and carefully, weapons ready and with due diligence for the safety of our horses. If we succeed in getting out of this mess, we’ll need our horse-friends and the packs they bear when we retrace our steps and continue on to the tower.”
They’d gone about ten yards when Valin informed them that the two dark shapes had begun to move on a parallel course. Gawain halted, and so too, after a delay, did the unseen enemy. Another ten yards, and then again the enemy followed suit, coming to a halt again as soon as Gawain did. The ten yard lag seemed somehow important, and so they continued to make their stop-start progress along the rim above the tree line, until a glance down the slope showed a scar in the canopy where lightning had struck. They paused then, and waited, but the Valin assured them all that the two dark creatures had remained well below, and lagging some six or eight yards to their left.
So they commenced their descent, trying to keep their path as straight as possible, moving as quietly as they could and wondering all the while how it was that the enemy tracked them. It wasn’t until they finally emerged into the fire-blackened glade where they’d faced Gawain’s dog-bats that the two creatures began their own advance up the slope.
“They are perhaps fifty yards below us,” Valin announced as the horses were pushed to the rear and their six riders formed a line in front of them. “They are strange of shape seen this close.”
“How strange?” Gawain asked quietly.
“Blocky, miThal. I believe the word is angular. They have edges.”
Valin’s description had them all exchanging quizzical glances, and weapons were clutched a little tighter. They were backed up to the edge of the glade, horses in the fire-blackened trees behind them and a scorched clearing some twenty yards across before them. The killing ground, such as it was, was small, though the gaps between the pines further down the slope would reveal their enemy sooner.
This time, they could hear the creatures advancing towards them. The footfalls were heavy, far heavier than a man’s, their stomping through the undergrowth clear in spite of a blanket of winter’s pine needles and cones, bracken and ferns crunching along with the gravelly soil.
“Sounds like an army on the move,” Reef whispered, “Not two of ‘em.”
“Allazar will loose first. Take the one on the right again, wizard, we’ll look to the leftmost.”
“Understood.”
Birds scattered, twittering with alarm, sending out shrill warnings to their neighbours that something large and dangerous was approaching through the trees. Allazar hefted the Dymendin, muttering under his breath, and although Gawain was only six feet to the wizard’s left, he didn’t catch any of the words.
“By the thrukken Teeth!” Rochard gasped, and they all saw why when the two approaching dark-made creations tramped into view in the gloom between two trees some ten yards from the far edge of the glade.
Valin’s description, based on the dark grey glow of false aquamire, had been entirely accurate. The things were the height of small men, perhaps as tall as both Segrit and Rochard of Threlland, and they possessed the rough shape of men, a blocky torso from which a cube-like head and squat, angular arms and legs protruded. They were grey, and pitted, like fresh-hewn granite blocks assembled into the form of men and then by unimaginable power, animated.
As they moved closer and stepped into the brighter light shining down between the lofty pines, they seemed only a little less intimidating, like young men wearing bizarre armour made of rock, jointed at knee, elbow, shoulder and hip. No eyes were visible, no features in their cubic heads to give a hint that something softer and thus more vulnerable lay beneath the rocky exterior.
Valin lifted his horse-bow and pressed the trigger without waiting for Allazar to loose fire. Segrit and Rochard followed suit half a heartbeat later. The sound of the steel missiles striking the leftmost creature sent a shiver of alarm through them all, as did the sight of those missiles ricocheting harmlessly away, leaving no visible marks of impact. They may as well have shot their bolts and darts at the crater wall in hope of making an exit, for all the good their volley did against the creature.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar cried with great confidence, thrusting the staff forward like a pitchfork and loosing a broad streamer of white fire at the creature on the right.
Fire danced over and around that creature, flickering and arcing to the one on the left, and then Allazar heaved forward on the staff, the fire brightened, and the thing lifted off its feet and flew backward into the trees, landing as heavily as any boulder might.
The one on the left continued relentlessly towards them, barely flinching at the streamers of fire which had flickered and sparked across its head and torso.
“Stand back!” Allazar cried, and loosed another blast, this one digging a gouge in the ground all the way down the slope across the clearing, knocking the advancing rock-creature off its feet and sending it tumbling down the slope… where its companion was already staggering upright.
“It is the rock!” Allazar gasped, stunned by the sight of his first victim now striding heavily up the slope again, scarring on the thing’s torso testifying to the direct hit the wizard’s fire had made. “The rock is shielding the creature from the fire!”
“And from arrows!” Gawain called, “Which are as useless against them as against a Kraal!”
It was true. Rochard and Segrit loosed another salvo, sparks visible this time in the gloom where the steel-tipped bolts struck dead centre before ricocheting away into the trees.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar screamed, this time in rage, and as the gouts of lightning burst from his Dymendin, he strode down across the clearing, screaming as he went.
“Advance!” Gawain called, knowing that this was no battle mere steel could hope to win but wishing to provide some kind of support to the wizard.
The way ahead was dazzling to their eyes, bright streamers and sparks lancing and crackling this way and that, and when finally Allazar stemmed the flow and stood, gasping and breathing heavily, they blinked, and gaped at the two monstrous creations still lumbering heavily towards them. The one on the right sported a glowing red cavity in the centre of its torso, the rocky substance that gave it form tacky and radiating great heat. The other was completely unharmed but for a few scorch-marks.
“Back!” the wizard cried, and again presented the Dymendin, dropping to one knee to loose fire upon his nemesis. This time, though, the stream of white fire seemed a lot weaker, the wizard tiring, though the rock-creature did stagger backwards under the impact.
“Retreat!” Gawain called, urging the others to fall back. The wizard might be holding the first, but the second was marching towards them unfazed by the fate suffered by its companion.
“Valin! Valin! Do you see any weaknesses?” Gawain called.
“A darker core, in the centre, nothing more!” the elf shouted back.
Allazar gave a final scream, fell heavily onto his backside, and his fire guttered and winked out.
To their left, the unharmed rock-creature continued its advance. To the right, however, and some ten feet behind the other, the second rock-creature shimmered with heat, its entire torso section glowing, a smouldering cavity edged with purple, a colour they had all seen before, slowly spreading.
“Back to the edge of the glade!” Gawain cried, and back they went, in haste, eyes fixed upon the smouldering enemy while Allazar stumbled, staggering on all fours, whacking his right knee painfully on a sharp rock, crying out in pain and then crawling almost on his hands and knees towards them.
Then with a roar like a geyser a great plume of purple fire burst from the stricken creature, spewing in all directions as it lurched and twisted, the intense gout of flame striking its partner in the back, spinning it around. The first fell backwards, landing on its back with a force they felt through the ground and their boots, and with a sudden, loud concussion, it exploded, scattering rock shards high into the air in a cloud of purple smoke.
The survivor was down on all fours, and though its back was scorched and blackened in places, it seemed otherwise completely unharmed.
“Allazar!” Gawain called, seeing the wizard sprawled flat on his face in the aftermath of the explosion, and he rushed forward, Reef hard on his heels.
They reached the downed wizard together, grabbed him ruthlessly by the arms and half lifted, half dragged him up the slope towards the edge of the glade, the Dymendin staff scraping a gouge in the dirt as they went. Behind them, still on all fours, the rock-creature fell forward, and then struggled to raise itself up, perhaps harmed more than they could see by its partner’s blast of liberated aquamire.
“Vex!” they heard, “Vex!” and a blur of shapes flashed by them down the slope.
Gawain gasped, letting go of Allazar’s arm as he turned his head to watch Segrit and Rochard, crossbows discarded and hammers drawn, rushing down the slope towards the rock-man.
“By the Teeth!” Reef cried, dropping Allazar and turning, slack-jawed with astonishment at the dwarves’ headlong charge at a creature which had survived torrents of white fire and heeded not puny steel.
The wizard, winded, rolled onto his back, dragged himself up onto his elbows, and stared likewise…
Segrit and Rochard began screaming, a blood-numbing primeval expression of unrestrained fury. Their arms whirled, rock-hammers pounding, chips of the creature’s armour flying as it crawled, still attempting but failing to force itself upright against the madness assailing its back. Then the sounds of the attack changed, chisels drawn, hammers pounding upon them, an almost constant stream of chunks and shards of rock spitting in all directions.
Gawain could scarcely believe his eyes at the ferocity of the dwarves’ attack, and an old and fondly-remembered voice seemed to smile through the pounding din of hammer on chisel on rock…
When the time comes you can't cut ten times yer length in a day, what good are you to anyone?
“Retreat!” Valin screamed suddenly over the din, “Segrit! Rochard! Retreat! Retreat!” and the power of the elf’s voice was startling, so used were they all to his soft and lilting speech.
So startling, in fact, it cut through dwarven fury, and they froze, hammers held aloft, and seeing the purple glow beginning to spread quickly from the great cavity hacked into the rock-creature’s back, understood Valin’s warning. They sprinted then, up the slope, purple smoke billowing behind them, and then the concussion of the rock-man’s exploding knocked them off their feet.
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19. Stratagems
 
“You might have dropped me somewhere a little softer,” Allazar protested, eyeing the scrapes on his elbows.
“Might’ve left you there an’ all,” Reef mumbled, almost under his breath, and Gawain chuckled before handing the wizard a water skin.
Rochard and Segrit were soaked with sweat, but only a slight increase in their breathing spoke of the astonishing speed and fury of their attack against the rock-creature, nothing of which remained but a few shards scattered far and wide. Nor had victory on the eastern slope made the slightest difference to the disposition of the enemy at the western rim of the crater, and the ‘large shape’ moving slowly towards the gorge continued making its laborious way down the northern rim towards the crater floor. Valin described the shape as ‘almost round, though flattened a little at the front and back’. Whatever it was, it was big, and Gawain was in no hurry to confront it.
“Are you actually hurt or just whining because your confidence in white fire has taken a dent?”
“My knee is actually rather painful, Longsword, thank you for asking. I struck it a nasty blow when I fell.”
Gawain nodded. “Can you walk?”
“I’d rather not try just yet, if it’s all the same to you. In truth, I did not know it was possible to sustain a streamer of Aemon’s Fire for as long as I had to, and it has left me feeling strangely weak inside. It is difficult to describe, and most uncomfortable. I’m sorry…”
Gawain shrugged. “The enemy holds the gate. We’re going nowhere and neither are they. A pause will give us much-needed time to assess.”
Allazar nodded, and with sigh of ‘Thank you,’ lay back and closed his eyes.
“You two are quite mad, you know that, don’t you?” Gawain smiled across at the dwarves.
“Aye milord,” Segrit grinned a little sheepishly. “But you had yer hands full with the wizard.”
“Those rock-men, how did they seem to you? Was there anything soft and vulnerable within?”
The dwarves eyed each other, and shrugged.
“Got a bit easier on the chisel deeper in, milord,” Rochard offered.
“Aye,” Segrit agreed, frowning and trying to recall details, “Thought I glimpsed something sticky before Valin called us back.”
“Aye and good job he did too,” Rochard nodded gratefully to the elf, who even now stood near a charred stump, watching the progress of the large shape moving inexorably towards the lakeside and gorge beyond it. He acknowledged the compliment with a nod.
“Creatures of rock,” Gawain sighed, and drew a lump of frak from his pocket to pare a slice. “Dog-bats and rock-men. The one to bring down fleeing quarry before it can escape the trap, the other to bar the only way out. Rock-men immune to everything save the kind of fire only the White Stick can produce, that and a pair of mad dwarves.”
“I do not think the five rock-men are to bar the way, miThal,” Valin announced. “I believe when the large creature arrives at the entrance to the gorge, they will be at liberty to attack us.”
Gawain sighed. “Dwarfspit, you’re probably right, Valin. It would make sense. And whatever that bigger thing is, it’s probably equipped with the same stony armour as the rock-men. If frying one rock-man took all of Allazar’s mystic strength, I doubt something as big as you’ve described will be troubled.”
“Still got two mad dwarves, sire.”
“True,” Gawain grinned across at Reef. “And there’s the enemy’s lack of quality for you. When foul wizards made those things, they doubtless couldn’t conceive of a dwarf miner this far south of Threlland, much less two of ‘em. They likely built their trap to ensnare men and wizards of the Hallencloister. Dog-bats to bring down horses and running men of the Blue Guard, rock-men impervious to blade, bolt, and white fire’s blast to crush the remainder.”
“I am sure the dark enemy which created these creatures have far more imaginative names for their designs than ‘dog-bat’ and ‘rock-man’,” Allazar yawned, his arms folded over his staff and across his chest.
“Don’t start, you idle bloody whitebeard. We came here to end the horror, not so you could write another book about foul things wizard-made. Valin, where is the larger creature now?”
“It has descended almost to the crater floor, miThal, by the northern pillar. It still has far to go to reach gorge.”
“The pillars, Allazar, did you glimpse enough of them to form an opinion?”
“Alas,” Allazar yawned again, eyes still closed, “I was riding too quickly to read any of the runes and mystic marks upon the stone. Doubtless they are imbued with power from the aquamire stones that crown them.”
“Does thinking and talking tire you?”
“No, Longsword. But sunshine and closing my eyes is helping immensely.”
“Hmm. Well. Do you think the pillars give power to the creatures somehow?”
“I suspect the pillars serve here as they did at the summit of Croptop Hill. Perhaps they held the creatures dormant in slumber, conserving their energy, and now keep them tethered here in the crater. They also served to create and maintain the illusion which hid from view the guardstones, the end of the chasm in the south rim, and showed a safe exit where none exists.”
“And hid from view the creatures themselves,” Gawain mused. “Then, if we destroy the pillars, it’s possible the creatures might be loosed from whatever mystic leash holds them here in the crater?”
“Yes, it’s possible,” Allazar agreed. “But loosing them would not diminish the threat to us. I do not think that dog-bats and rock-men are gifted with much intelligence. The delay in their following us suggests simple-minded creatures created with simple tasks in mind. They advanced upon us only when we appeared to be advancing towards them and the distant gorge. I doubt that once released from their mystic leash, it would occur to them to flee the crater they know as home simply to wander aimlessly in the mountains of Eastbinding.”
“MiThal, I would venture closer to the floor of the crater. I should like to see better the large creature when it emerges from the light of the trees.”
“Good idea, Valin. Take Rochard with you. Don’t advance beyond the tree line, I don’t want to hear the sounds of a mad dwarf and a mad elf attacking some giant down there.”
“MiThal.”
And with that, the two rangers padded off down the slope into the trees.
Gawain was still angry at being caught in the Toorsencreed’s trap, though his anger was directed entirely at himself. But now he at least felt he had an advantage over the enemy, and his advantage carried rock-hammers and chisels. The enemy had not accounted for the possibility of dwarves here in the south, and now it was a simple matter of employing that advantage.
Simple! Gawain thought. Five rock-men and a giant thing as-yet unidentified. And, of course, the two dog-bats.
“Allazar?”
“I am not sleeping, Longsword. Merely resting.”
“Good. You brought your fire to bear upon the centre of the rock-creatures.”
“I did. There is less possibility of missing the target by so doing. And our friend Valin spoke of a dark core, much like the centre of the creatures they encountered on Croptop, I suspect.”
“Simple ‘yes’ would have done.”
“Apologies. Distracted by agonies inflicted by friend and foe.”
Gawain snorted, and leaned over to deliver a token slap on the head which brought a smile to the wizard’s face.
“What are you thinking, Longsword?”
Gawain shrugged, gazing across the glade at the scorch marks and shallow craters where the two rock-men had burst asunder.
“I’m thinking, what if you took the bastard’s leg off and let friends Segrit and Rochard relive the joys of their former occupations? If the core of the torso is so well armoured it almost exhausted you to penetrate the defences there, perhaps an extremity would be weaker?”
“Perhaps, though it’s made of the same stuff all over.”
“True. But given a choice between being chased by a one-legged rock-man hopping furiously or an intact rock-man running as swiftly as those two did to intercept us, I know which I’d prefer.”
“Ah. You are formulating a stratagem.”
“Thinking out loud. But yes, if we survive to tell tales back at Last Ridings, you may describe it as ‘formulating a stratagem’ if you think it’ll earn us all free beer and a lady’s admiration.”
The four companions chuckled, stress and horror draining away like the subsiding of the geyser in the lake, and Gawain pared another slice of frak from the lump.
“Besides, if Valin’s right and all five rock-men come at us, we’re doomed if the best you can do is one of them before collapsing. We were lucky I think, the second creature was knocked off its feet and the two lads didn’t give it a chance to get up again. But against four, how would they fare? Reef, Valin and I would be practically useless for anything other than dragging you out of harm’s way.”
“Distance also reduces the effect of my white fire,” Allazar announced after a pause. “If I could get close enough to jab the staff into a leg I might be able to blow it clean off.”
“Well, I saw you do that to Meggen at Far-gor, and to that dark wizard in the forest near Calhaneth. But they weren’t made of rock, and it’d be a dangerous dance you’d be doing here against these creatures, Allazar.”
“No more dangerous and perhaps even less so than for our friends from Threlland. I’d have the added safety of a staff length’s distance between me and the rock-man, an advantage neither Segrit nor Rochard could claim.”
“True. But if you could take a leg off the threat to us is greatly diminished. We could leave the thing floundering harmlessly all the days of its miserable existence. In fact, if you were nimble enough, you could dance in and out and disable all five of the ‘spitrocks while we take care of the dog-bats and formulate a stratagem for dealing with the big thing.”
“Alas, Longsword, the shattered ruin that is my knee would seem to preclude such nimble acrobatics as you would have me perform.”
“Is it that bad, then?”
“Bad enough, I fear. I am not anxious to test my weight on it yet, much less hop about poking at rock-men with the stick.”
“There’s always something, isn’t there?” Gawain sighed. “Nothing is ever easy. When we get back, you really need to train Corax to launch great trees of lightning.”
“I fear it is not so simple. Hence the years of training at Hallencloister.”
“Bah. Nonsense invented by decrepit whitebeards to keep themselves in power for longer. Corax is a lot younger than you; he’d heal quicker from an injury and is far less likely to trip over his own feet the way you did. He’d be in and out of those five rock-men like a ferret through a rabbit warren.”
“You had to mention rabbits. I exist only for the pleasure you receive in torturing me, don’t I?” Allazar heaved himself upright, wincing at the pain in his elbows as he did so. “Besides, one cannot obtain the wisdom of the aged without first becoming aged.”
Gawain was about to reply when he glanced down and saw Allazar rolling up his grubby uniform trouser-leg to expose the ‘ruin’ that was his injured knee. In truth, it did look distinctly unpleasant, a crimson crease deep across the knee-cap, crusted blood forming weeping scabs below it.
“You should have said something, stupid whitebeard,” Gawain declared, and fetched a small and familiar pack from his saddle-bags.
“It is not quite as bad as it looks, Longsword. There is no need for fuss.”
“We’ve a long way to go, in case you’d forgotten. Here, you know as well as I which bottles are which. Don’t skimp on the silvertree powder, the last thing you need is an infection laying you low here, or on the way to the tower.”
“A wizard does not suffer infections,” Allazar sniffed, but retaining his haughty expression proved impossible once the silvertree powder sprinkled on his knee began to sting.
“In the past I’d remind you that wizards are an infection, but these days there are far too few around to justify the insult to you and your brethren. Are you all right, Allazar? You look suddenly pale.”
“I feel suddenly famished, Longsword. Perhaps you could cut me a slice of your frak?”
“Elve’s Blood and Dwarfspit, now I know you’re sick. Here…”
Gawain handed the strip of frak to the white-faced wizard, who really did look worryingly ill. Allazar stuffed the dried miner’s staple into his mouth and began to chew furiously.
“Fffankuu,” he managed, and then swallowed abruptly. “In my pack, on the left side, I have some honey bars and freenmek…”
“I’ll fetch it,” Reef declared, and hurried to retrieve the requested supplies.
“Where in sight of the sun did you find those in Last Ridings?” Gawain muttered, laying a cloth moistened with Eeelan-t’oth over the wizard’s knee.
“I hoarded them carefully against a rainy day,” Allazar grimaced, stiffening, and then relaxing as the elven unguent took effect, numbing the pain in his knee.
“You old scrote!” Gawain protested, “You have a secret hoard of elven rubbish and then eat my precious frak!”
“I’d eat your precious boots Longsword, in truth, that’s how starving I suddenly am.”
“Here, Serre wizard,” Reef announced, handing Allazar a well-wrapped slab of a parcel.
The wizard practically tore it open, snatching up a bar of freenmek and jamming into his mouth.
“Thalt?” he mumbled, chewing rapidly, “Iff der thalt?”
“Salt?”
Allazar nodded violently.
“Aye, there is,” Segrit declared, stunned, “There’s some on the packhorse, I’ll get it.”
When Valin and Rochard emerged through the trees and jogged up the slope of the glade, they were greeted by the sight of Allazar, one trouser-leg rolled up above the knee, sitting on the ground and sprinkling salt all over a half-eaten and sticky honey-bar. Pausing only for a double-take at the bizarre sight, Valin turned his attention to Gawain.
“I have seen the creature, miThal. It has the appearance of an enormous Aknid, encrusted with stone and what Ranger Rochard believes is rock-crystal.”
“Aye, from the shine and glitter,” the dwarf confirmed.
“It moves very slowly upon eight legs, and it has two claws to the front, one immense, big enough to cut the head from a horse, the other much smaller and lighter.”
“When will it reach the gorge?”
“In perhaps half an hour.”
“Thank you. Sit and rest, but keep the horses saddled, we may need to move quickly if you’re right about the rock-men being free to attack when the rock-crab attains the gorge.”
Valin nodded, and was about to move away when a loud crack drew all their attention; Allazar breaking off a large piece of honey-bar with his teeth.
“Iff der war-ur?” he asked, tilting his head up so as not to spit out the piece of honey while he spoke. “War-ur?”
“Yes, there’s water,” Gawain sighed, “Though when the horses become thirsty there’s only the lake, and that’s not to be trusted.”
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20. Watering Hole
 
“I’m willing to bet that Giant Rock-Crab or Immense Rock-Crystal-Coated Aknid of Gothen isn’t in your book,” Gawain sighed, about an hour later.
“I would be foolish to take such a bet, Longsword, considering you have read the book and committed it to memory.”
“How is the knee?”
The wizard shrugged. “Still there. I don’t know about the bones in the joint, and I fear the knee-cap might be cracked or broken, but the Eeelan-t’oth has numbed all pain in the flesh.”
“Good. Now that you’ve eaten most of your precious hoard of freenmek and honey-bars along with a goodly amount of our salt, perhaps you might test your ability to stand, you fat lazy whitebeard.”
“I am not fat,” Allazar protested, raising the staff to use it as a prop. “And I’m unlikely ever to be so if I’m needed to sustain such fire as I did earlier.”
“No indeed,” Gawain agreed cheerfully, reaching out to lend support to the staff while the wizard heaved himself to his feet. “Considering how quickly our supplies would be exhausted if we don’t get out of this crater. There are no rabbits here. In fact, there’s nothing here to eat but the birds in the trees.”
Allazar nodded his thanks, and when Gawain let go of the staff, began hobbling slowly in a small circle. It would have been amusing but for the genuine distress on the wizard’s face from the obvious pain he suffered in spite of the elven unguent.
“Doesn’t look like as though you’ll be dancing with rock-men any time soon,” Gawain sighed.
“My apologies, Longsword. The joint has no strength, and cannot yet be relied upon. There is pain deep in the bone.”
“Valin, still no movement from the gorge?”
“None, miThal. The rock-crab stands before the exit, the rock-men behind it.”
“The rock-men now probably guard the crab’s back should reinforcements arrive from the west. There they sit, and here we sit. And still hours before sunset and moonrise.”
“Actually,” Allazar announced, wincing a little, “The moon will rise in the southeast perhaps half an hour before the sun sets in the west. And it being a full moon, there will be very little darkness tonight, if any at all.”
“A good day not to have been in Calhaneth before the Orb was removed,” Gawain grimaced.
Allazar nodded grimly.
“Not that such memories aid us here,” Gawain flexed his back and shoulders. “The horses need watering. There’s greens enough growing between the trees to spare us breaking open their feed-sacks again, but the only source of water is the lake. Your thoughts, gentlemen, on the nature of that lake.”
“The water is very likely rich in dissolved minerals,” Allazar declared. “And though my nose detected sulphurous gases in the air during the geyser’s eruption, the odour has long since faded. I would drink from the lake, such is my confidence that the waters are potable.”
“There’s spouting geysers in the east midlands at home, milord,” Segrit announced. “And bubbling mud-pools. The geysers go off so regular you can tell the day and the time by ‘em. That one, though…” and Segrit shrugged. “Never heard of one so big as that one was.”
“And it is possible that you triggered the eruption by the hurling of the rock, Longsword. The basin is steep-sided, I daresay the rock tumbled quickly down into the depths, and there disturbed some natural mechanism which prompted the eruption. We certainly would have heard the geyser yesterday, were it a daily occurrence.”
Gawain nodded.
“Don’t fancy swimming it much now, sire. Reckon Endera ain’t so keen on it any more either.”
“Nor me. But you know what they say about horses and water. Anyone have an empty skin or canteen?”
“I have a miner’s bottle almost empty, milord,” Segrit offered, shaking a canteen.
“Good. Finish it off, and you and I will sneak down to the lakeside and bring back a sample.”
“Sneak? In daylight? How will you sneak?” Allazar protested, leaning heavily on his staff.
“And there are the dog-bats, miThal,” Valin reminded them. “How will you know if they are loosed against you?”
Gawain blinked. “It’s daylight, as the wizard has kindly reminded us. I’ll see them.”
“Best I come along too, sire,” Reef smiled. “Just in case. Besides, got a water skin here the wizard kindly emptied for us when he was eating all that salt.”
“You know, sometimes I yearn for the good old days,” Gawain grumbled, loosening the sword in its scabbard, “When it was just Gwyn and I riding into danger. At least then I knew my orders would be obeyed instantly, and without questions from a well-meaning but annoying cripple on a stick, warnings from an overcautious elf doubtless acting in accordance with instructions from my wife, and kindly suggestions from a bloke who now regards himself as one of her personal guards but once upon a time used to answer to me, me being king and all.”
“The world is changing, Longsword. My mystic blessings upon your daylight sneaking in the wide open space ‘twixt tree line and lakeside.”
“Watch the horses, and hop to it, you malingering whitebeard.”
“Hop to it,” Reef muttered, smiling, “Nice one, sire.”
“And don’t go entering any arse-kicking contests while I’m away either,” Gawain ordered softly over his shoulder, he, Segrit and Reef setting off down the slope. “You wouldn’t have a bloody leg to stand on.”
 
At the tree line, they paused, eyeing the distant rim and looking for signs of movement. What heat the waters of the lake had possessed during and shortly after the eruption had dissipated, and now the only shimmering came from the bare rock of the crater floor. Gawain took Segrit’s battered canteen and handed it to Reef.
“You’ll fill the containers, Segrit and I will stand watch for those dog-creatures. We’ll move low and fast to the water’s edge, but Reef, try not to disturb those waters too much.”
“Understood, sire.”
Gawain strung an arrow, Segrit checked the lie of the bolt in his crossbow’s channel, and then the three of them moved out into the daylight.
The evening was bright, the sun still slightly above the western rim of the crater, though there was little sign of the heat from the crater floor fading. By the time they’d crossed the three hundred yards or so from the trees to the lakeside, they were sweating uncomfortably again. Without a moment’s hesitation, Reef dropped to his knees, dipped his fingers in the water, and then whipped them out to stuff them in his mouth. Then he cupped a handful, and drank it, flicking a glance up at Gawain and shrugging before uncorking the canteen and immersing it.
Gawain and Segrit scanned the rim and then fixed their gaze on the gorge in the west, listening to the rapid stream of bubbles breaking from the submerged canteen held by the big man squatting at their feet. It seemed to take an age for the bubbles to slow, and then finally to stop.
Still there was no sign of movement through the haze at the far side of the crater. Reef uncorked the water skin and pushed it below the surface, and then started violently, as did Segrit and Gawain. A flock of twittering songbirds fluttered loudly to land at the water’s edge not twenty yards away, and began splashing around in the shallows, bathing away the dust and mites of a midsummer’s day.
“Tame little buggers,” Reef whispered.
“Unaccustomed to the sight of men,” Gawain whispered back. “This trap was set a long time ago.”
“Three hundred years?”
Gawain shook his head thoughtfully, worms stirring again. “I don’t know. Three hundred years ago it would’ve been sprung by the expedition from the Hallencloister. They didn’t have a Valin to warn them of the danger. Unless they had some other means of detecting the threat, they’d have had no way of avoiding it, if they’d come this way at all.”
“P’raps they didn’t, sire, and it’s been here all this time.”
“Perhaps.”
Ripples spread out across the lake, Reef sweeping the skin around to force the water in, and pulling at the sides to encourage it to fill faster in the absence of a funnel and ladle. He noticed the worry on Gawain’s face and tried to lessen the disturbance, but the dozens of birds thrashing about at the water’s edge made just as many ripples and much more noise besides.
Gawain studied the distant pillars either side of the lake. Tall, and ominous, the black aquamire stones set into their crowns seeming to wink like malevolent eyes. Like Morloch’s eyes, he thought, and hoped that the similarity ended there. If a dark wizard were watching through them, the trapped expedition might expect a Graken to add to their problems.
“That’ll do I reckon, sire,” Reef muttered, easing the skin from the water and jamming its stopper tightly in.
“Good. Back to the trees, then. Ready?”
Nods of assent, and then they ran, nimbly and as quietly as they could, back to the slopes. Behind them, the birds continued splashing and chirping in the waters, completely disinterested in the antics of men and dwarves.
They found Valin some five yards in from the tree line, and Rochard a few yards from the elf.
Gawain shook his head in mock despair and carried on up the slope, moving quickly ahead of the rest of them. At the glade, Allazar still stood with his injured leg slightly raised, all his weight on the other and on his staff.
“Do you think you can ride, Allazar?”
“If needed, yes.”
“We may have to move around the rim later. The enemy doesn’t appear to have moved a muscle, assuming they have such things.”
“I understand,” the wizard nodded. “I fear it could take days for this to heal properly, and I do not wish to remain here any longer than necessary.”
“I wouldn’t risk it if we had no need to reach the tower before the Graken’s next assault on friendly lands. But we need to do more than sit here. Our foray to the lakeside attracted no attention at all.”
“Have no fear for me, Longsword. I can sit saddle well enough.”
“The water, sire,” Reef announced from behind Gawain’s left shoulder.
“Good. Give the wizard the canteen, let’s see what happens.”
“Ah.”
Gawain smiled mercilessly, and aping Allazar declared happily “I would drink from the lake, such is my confidence that the waters are potable.”
“And gladly shall I do so,” Allazar asserted, “Though I may need to pass water of my own so much have I drunk since my hunger was sated, and I don’t know that I can make it to the privacy of the trees with this knee.”
“We’ll turn our backs and stand uphill.”
“Very well…” Allazar sighed dramatically, and took the offered canteen, the stopper already removed for his convenience.
He took a tentative swig, swirling the water around in his mouth before spitting it out as though he were tasting fine wine in a nobleman’s cellar.
“There’s no hint of sulphur, nor of acidity,” he declared, and took a long draught. “In fact, it is no different in taste to the water we drank at the end of the gorge, which has come from the same source. The eruption hasn’t changed its quality.”
“Good,” Gawain looked distinctly relieved. “Reef, see if Endera turns her nose up at it, and if not, we’ll move down to the tree line and take the packhorses out to drink first.”
Neither Endera nor Gwyn showed the slightest concern at the quality of the water offered to them, and so they mounted, Allazar clumsily but successfully, and began their descent to the tree line. No sooner had they reached it and begun advancing across clear ground towards the lake than Valin declared that the two dog-bats were speeding from the gorge, one to the north side of the lake, and one to the south.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain spat, “Back the horses up in the trees, quickly! Allazar, hold your fire, the rest of us will bring down the beasts with steel. Reef with me to the right, the rest to the left.”
They waited, horses safe with the wizard in the trees, the warriors on foot walking a few yards down the grassy slope, eyeing the shapes sprinting around the lake and going at an impressive clip. To Gawain’s left, Segrit and Rochard flanked Valin, and booted feet cleared debris on the ground before them where the two dwarves intended to kneel before shooting their crossbows.
“Two of the rock-men have begun moving slowly from the gorge, miThal.”
“Thank you, Valin.”
“Now they’re interested in us,” Reef mumbled.
“Perhaps it’s the horses,” Gawain mused aloud. “Maybe the creatures are like the Kraal, and can only see larger life-lights from a distance.”
“Those things really do move fast on open ground!” Reef exclaimed, tightening the string on his arrow.
Gawain agreed, and in truth, the creatures were impressive. A sudden doubt seemed to tug at his innards. Up the slope at the glade, the trees and tricky terrain had slowed the dog-creatures considerably. On the bare rock of the lakeside, they were moving at astonishing speed. He remembered Elayeen’s description of the Yarken of Tansee destroyed at Fallowmead in Arrun, and how she’d wept at the memory of the child, Kistin, and the terror the poor girl must have felt with such creatures loosed against her…
And then, incredibly, the creatures had rounded the lake, were closing together, and were sprinting straight towards them. Dwarves knelt and took aim, Valin lifted his horse-bow and thumbed the catch, Gawain and Reef took a pace forward and cocked their arms ready to throw.
It was the undulating motion of the target which deceived the men from Raheen. Used to compensating for the motion of horses, their eyes struggled to find a centre-point to aim at while standing stationary on sloping ground. To their left, triggers were pressed, crossbows large and small sent their missiles unerringly into the leftmost of the creatures, and then the men of Raheen hurled their arrows within a fraction of a heartbeat of each other.
Gawain’s arrow skittered beneath the beast as it bounded upwards, gouging the skin of the creature’s belly, while Reef’s raked a gouge into the creature’s back as it dipped downwards.
The one on the left was already tumbling lifeless, wisps of purple smoke begin to fume through its fur.
“’Spit!” Gawain managed, reaching up to draw the longsword. “Clear!” he called, and Reef took a mighty stride away to the right, giving his king room while he drew his own blade.
Gawain took another two paces down the slope, the great sword held two-handed and high behind him, ready to deliver a wide, scything blow at the beast bounding up the slope towards him. It really does look like a bat’s head, he thought, noting the ears, snout, teeth and beady eyes which were fixed not on his, but on something over Gawain’s right shoulder.
But before he had time for any further thought, he was powering into the swing, just as a loud and metallic kerchang! sounded from his left. He thought he glimpsed a puff of dust exploding from the dog-bat’s right shoulder, but then his blade was slicing through the beast, the shock of something and the impact shuddering through the length of the sword and into his arms.
Cut clean in two, the creature was bursting into purple flame before the parts of its carcass began tumbling up the slope towards Allazar, sitting on his horse with the Dymendin pointing down the slope. Gawain blinked, recalling the direction of the dog-bat’s beady gaze, and then he turned, and saw Valin racking the horse-bow.
“Shot, Valin,” he acknowledged sternly, and the elf nodded his thanks for the compliment. “Any more movement at the gorge?”
“Yes, miThal,” Valin shielded his eyes as the sun finally dipped below the crater’s rim. “The two rock-men have begun running, one each side of the lake.”
“Vakin Dwarfspit,” Gawain groaned, and then a sudden intuition drew his attention from the grey and distant figures visible now the sun had dipped, and he turned back to the horses. “Back, back up to the glade, quickly!”
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21. One Lump or Two
 
“They have stopped, miThal.”
“How far?”
“They are stationary, each close to a pillar.”
“Halfway around the lake then, or thereabouts. Allazar, stay here in the glade, Segrit, Rochard, remain with him. Reef, you and I will take the packhorses down again, Valin with us if you please.”
“Longsword?”
“An intuition, Allazar. Wait here, not one foot outside the glade, and we’ll see if it proves correct.”
Gawain took the trailing reins of one of the packhorses, and with a nod for Valin and Reef, set off back down the slope again, leaving the two dwarves and the wizard baffled but sitting saddle quietly in the fire-scorched clearing.
At the tree line, Gawain caught Valin’s attention, and nodded out towards the distant grey shapes.
“They have not moved, miThal.”
Gawain took a breath. “Well then, time to test the insight. We’ll take the horses to the water’s edge to drink, assuming the rock-men permit it. Slowly, though, we’ve confused the poor packhorses enough already this day and they’re thirsty.”
Slowly they went, easing forward from the tree line and down into the open ground at the foot of the slope, then out onto the bare expanse of rock towards the water’s edge. Hooves clopped loudly, but still Valin gave no warning. Gawain grew bolder, and dismounted, and moved ahead of Gwyn, leading the packhorse to the lakeside, where without hesitation the animal dipped its head, tested the water, and then began to drink.
“There you are, then,” Gawain sighed, the other horses drinking contentedly. “When they’ve drunk their fill we’ll go back up, and bring the others down. Valin, would you mind riding the wizard’s horse back down? I want him to stay up there while his horse is watered.”
“MiThal.”
“Thank you.”
Even in shadow the crater floor was bright as any summer’s evening could be, the sky a clear blue which tinted the deeper water of the lake dark, yet inviting. Ripples broke the surface and spread gently out towards the enemy, but Gawain now remained unconcerned. He doubted that the rock-creatures were aware of those ripples at all, or if they were, then they were completely disinterested in the waters of the lake.
“Now that you’ve had a chance to study them, Valin, has there been any change in the pillars, or the rock-creatures?”
“None that I have seen, miThal. The pillars are darkest at their centres, and likewise closer to their tops where the stones are set. The rock-men are darkest closer to their very cores.”
“And it is a greyer darkness than you’ve seen elsewhere, and at Far-gor?”
“It is. The same as at Croptop, miThal.”
“Nothing more, up there, where they laid in wait on the northern slope?”
Valin turned his gaze to the right, and peered into the trees.
“Nothing, miThal. Trees and birds.”
“Treesenbirds, arr,” Gawain muttered, studying their surrounds and momentarily caught up in memories of Reesen and Calhaneth.
“Sire?”
“Oh, sorry. I was thinking we might need to scout that area. The southern rim is barred by the chasm. The paths we could have taken when we entered the crater remain the same, only this time no cloud obscures the northern slope up from the pillar, and we know we’re not swimming the lake. Three is still the number of ways open to us. North and south of the lake past the pillars and their spent guardstones, and to the west by way of the northern rim now emptied of its dark surprises.”
 
When all the horses had been watered and the company gathered back at the glade, Gawain stood with his arms folded and his foot resting on a blackened stump. The others waited patiently, even Allazar, who stood balanced on his good leg, holding the pommel of his saddle with one hand and his staff with the other. Finally, Gawain spoke.
“We may be here longer than any of us had hoped,” he began, his eyes drawn to the distant crack in the western wall that was the only way out of the crater. “It’s the wizard’s fault, of course. If he hadn’t crippled himself we’d be well on our way to the coast by now whistling hey-lah-di-dah and a cheery smile every step of the way.”
They all smiled then, even the usually formal Valin.
“But here we are, and there they are. The insight I had seems to have been proven correct. The creatures we face are fixed upon Allazar. Either the wizard himself or the staff he carries, I don’t know which, but since the one won’t be parted from the other it doesn’t matter.”
“Ah,” Allazar nodded. “I had assumed as much once the second party visited the watering hole, leaving me here, and no movement from the enemy.”
“It seems to make sense. If this trap were set in the days of Urgenenn when Croptop was tested and the experiment there proved successful, then here it was designed to ensnare and destroy wizards of the D’ith Hallencloister, and keep them from the tower. Either the D’ith expedition never ventured this way at all and so left the trap undisturbed for three centuries, or they did come this way, and through some mystic means of their own managed to detect the threat and see through the illusions, and left the way they came without tripping it. The other possibility is that it was re-made, and recently, but that seems unlikely.”
“And the marker, sire? The signpost block at the buttress?”
“Turned, after the alleged destruction of Urgenenn. It may be that the Hallencloister did succeed in destroying their traitor, but being unaware of his link with the ToorsenViell of Elvendere, all his secrets, and thus his intentions and creations, were allowed to survive. It makes no difference to our predicament, though. We’re here, now, the trap is sprung, and our enemy is as patient as the rock walls hemming us in. They can stand there until we all die of starvation and the purpose of the trap will have been fulfilled.”
“But you have formulated a stratagem, Longsword,” Allazar smiled.
“No, I’m thinking out loud again, clodwit.”
“Ah.”
Gawain shrugged. “Five rock-men and a giant rock Aknid bar the way against us, and all of them fixed upon you, Allazar. If you were fit and able then that dangerous dancing I mentioned would see the end of the rock-men in short order. But alas, you’re not fit and able.”
Allazar was about to speak, either to apologise or protest, but Gawain held up a gentle hand for silence.
“We’ve already learned a great deal about the enemy, and discovered their lack of quality. Those creatures were designed to be impervious to warriors both common and mystic. How many wizards of the D’ith were likely then or now to carry a Dymendin staff like the White Stick of Raheen?”
“Few if any,” Allazar admitted, frowning.
“So then, few indeed were the wizards likely to be able to defeat those creatures with white fire. But for the Dymendin, you’d have likely killed yourself trying to burn your way into their black and stony hearts. A clever trap intended to end wizards; the crab-thing at the gate to keep everything including horses and men in, aided by those Yarken-creed bat-mongrels, while the rock-men advanced upon the wizards and destroyed them should an attempt at escape be made.”
“I can think of no reason to gainsay you, Longsword.”
“I know, but I like to make you feel special by pausing and giving you a chance now and again.”
“Thank you.”
“For nothing. Now, the enemy’s lack of quality we know. Impervious to a lesser wizard’s white fire, yes, and to dart, bolt, and arrow, certainly. But we have two mad dwarves and know that the rock-men certainly aren’t immune to Threllanders with a yen for digging. We also know their purpose, and what will serve us as bait. We now have to use the terrain around us to our advantage, use our bait wisely, and lure those rocky bastards to their doom. The crab-thing must wait. The five rock-men are now our quarry, and let’s hope Segrit and Rochard can dig deep therein.”
“Happy to serve,” Segrit smiled grimly.
“It’ll be a good story for Eryk to listen to in the Hall of Threlland’s Father’s come winter,” Gawain smiled back. “But for now, we need to scout around the northern rim. Valin, you’ll need to go, lest your Sight be required.”
“I’ll go with him, milord,” Rochard announced immediately, “My turn after all.”
Gawain nodded. “I don’t need to tell you how to move. Getting back is more important than how far you go, and one useless lump on a stick is more than we need as it is. Keep good watch, we don’t know much about that crab-thing other than it’s heavy and walks slowly.”
The two rangers nodded, checked their gear, and moved quietly out of the glade, disappearing into the trees.
“Reef, Segrit, nip down to the tree line, keep an eye on those two rock-men by the pillars. Without Valin’s eyes, we’re blind up here in the trees.”
“Aye, sire.”
Gawain watched the dwarf and the big man move swiftly down the slope and out of sight, marvelling at Reef’s near-silent progress and how well a man with such large feet could move so nimbly.
“And what would you have this useless lump on a stick do, Longsword?”
“Get better. It’d be a good start.”
“Alas.”
“I know. But be careful, Allazar. Getting out of here is going to take time, and it’s going to be tricky. Somehow we have to lure those things one at a time, disable them, and then either leave them to liberate their own aquamire or destroy them. And we’ll need you hale and hearty at the tower, we can’t risk you dying of starvation the way you almost did last time you poured fire into one of them.”
“In truth,” the wizard admitted, “It was a most alarming sensation. I do not think a wizard was intended to summon such a sustained outpouring. I should not like to attempt it too often.”
“It’s nice to know wizards have limits,” Gawain grumbled. “Though in your case and for today at least, it’s a shame. Is there nothing in your knowledge that can aid us here? No mumbling chant to immobilise the things so you can burst their legs off at leisure?”
“I shall bend my feeble clods-for-wits to the search for something useful, Longsword. But I am not certain that any knowledge from elder times will be of value to us here. I am sorry.”
Gawain nodded. “I know, but given the hour and the day I’ll clutch at any straw if it’ll get us out of here the sooner. The next Graken attack upon our friends and allies is three days away, if it follows the pattern. We have no chance of preventing it, not now.”
The wizard sighed, and hobbled to the stump, sitting heavily and stretching out his wounded leg. He seemed suddenly weary, and suddenly older. “I should have taken more care at the sign. I was so delighted to find such a marker intact after all these years, it did not occur to me that it might have been turned. It is my fault we are here.”
“Well, if it’ll cheer you up a bit, that’s what I’ll be telling everyone when we’re back in the hall at Last Ridings, too.”
Allazar snorted, a solitary chuckle and a bob of the head.
“We didn’t know the exit was an illusion. If I hadn’t thrown the rock in the lake and triggered the geyser, anything might have happened. Reef might have attempted to swim the lake on Endera, and set the thing off. It would’ve been a catastrophe. As it is, at least the packhorse survived the firing of the guardstones. The bastards could have made anything happen when it did, not just the loosing of those creatures.”
“Perhaps even the geyser itself was or is mystically bound to the pillars and guardstones,” Allazar mused. “Without a closer look at them, I cannot say.”
“And you can’t get near them without drawing those rock-men to you. Still, I want them destroyed. Didn’t Meeya speak of that big fellow from the farm smashing the black stones without ill effect?”
“Yes, she did. But it was done only after the pillar had first been toppled, and the power contained within the stones discharged. If you’re thinking of asking one of the dwarves to smash the aquamire cabochons, or borrowing one of their hammers to do it yourself, do please think again.”
“Fair enough. I do want them destroyed, though. I had a fleeting and horrible thought while watering the horses that they might be eyes, and a dark wizard, or even Morloch himself, watching through them.”
“I don’t think so, Longsword. I suspect they contain the power to supply the pillar’s functions, and to focus the foul energies of the mystic cloak which deceived all our eyes. Ranger Meeya described them as hard, and being shattered by the labourer’s hammer. The Eye of Morloch is a soft aquamire-filled jelly, as you yourself well know.”
“True. Still, brave bloke, that Mornlander, going up against such things with just a hammer and his own strength. What was his name again?”
“Hmm,” Allazar pondered, and then nodded to himself. “Rickerd of Fourfields.”
“Yes. A brave fellow. Or mad, not unlike two lunatic dwarves attacking a rock-monster with hammer and chisel.”
“You have a knack for drawing good men to you, your Majesty,” Allazar declared softly.
“Don’t start with that nonsense either. Fact is, the lowlands are full of good men. I think my father knew that. It’s what drove his dream of Union.”
“And did that dream die with him, then?”
Gawain sighed, and shook his head sadly. “No, but the numbers have dwindled with the loss of Pellarn, and Raheen, and now, it seems, Elvendere. And if Brock makes a mess of things in the Jarn Gap, Callodon could fall too. Juria won’t be far behind either, unless Hellin rediscovers her backbone and cuts loose from the ToorsenViell. And here we are, stuck in a hole in the Eastbinding, and for now at least, there’s not a ‘spitsucking thing we can do about it.”
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22. A Matter of Time
 
“The terrain on the northern slope is rough, miThal. The undergrowth is much thicker there, and gives the impression of level ground where in fact there are many outcrops of moss-covered rock, and deeper hollows between them filled with ferns, bracken, and brambles. Higher up the rim, the way is smoother.”
“Aye milord, no country for horses, that. South-facing, lots of plants covering up the tricky bits. Not good for horses, not unless we go up almost above the trees yonder, and around. But higher up, the incline gets a lot steeper.”
“There is a buttress of rock which bars the way. There, miThal,” Valin pointed, “The slightly darker band of rock at the end of the trees some three quarters of the way around the rim.”
“You got that far?”
“We did, miThal. We went low on our passage there, and high on our passage back. There is no possibility of the horses passing the buttress wall. It is there we would need to descend to the crater floor, if we take the northern way.”
Gawain nodded thoughtfully. The news was disappointing.
“Seen holes, milord, and one of ‘em big. Dirt and gravel scattered, plants and such. We reckon the creatures were buried shallow, and come up from under the ground when summoned by the trap.”
Valin nodded his agreement.
“Oh, now that is interesting…” Gawain mused, gazing at the far wall of the crater through the evening gloom. Then he remembered Reef and Segrit, and asked Rochard to nip down to the tree line and to recall them to the glade.
His stomach tingled. He blinked, and folded his arms. Allazar caught Valin’s attention, and with a silent nod, drew the elf away from Gawain, recognising the signs he’d seen so often on their journeys together.
 
It’s you and I again, Captain Hass, Gawain thought.
Always happy to serve, y’highness.
The trees before him dimmed, and he lowered his eyes, and thought he saw a map on the table back in the barracks at Downland, a deep river at his back, enemy-infested woodlands to his left, and an army to the front. To the right? The way they’d came, now being closed against them by a superior force of enemy cavalry.
So, y’highness. Whatchyer going to do?
How deep’s the river?
Too deep, and too broad and too swift to swim. That way’s closed to you, I’m afraid.
Well then, the first thing to do is kick the scouts’ backsides to the moon and yonder. They should have known enough to explore the trees before allowing me to lead the men into this. Now, I don’t know what to think.
You can’t think of everything, y’highness. No-one can. Not you, yer men, nor indeed the enemy, not when time’s against you. Now, whatchyer going to do?
 
Gawain smiled his thanks to the ghost of his old teacher, and felt a familiar, fleeting sorrow. Hass had had no children of his own, and Gawain couldn’t even remember if the old man had been married. But he wished Hass were still alive, and waiting patiently in Last Ridings for the arrival of a new Prince of Raheen, a new student to endow with the precious knowledge gleaned over a lifetime’s active service.
It was the phrase not when time’s against you which had settled the butterflies in Gawain’s stomach. The exercise with the map in the classroom at Downland, years ago, had been an exercise in thinking, and the answer, when Gawain finally found it, was embarrassingly simple. It had been a good lesson, though. Don’t focus on the trap, focus on the enemy who laid it.
So many times Hass had admonished his students to assess their enemy, to deduce which qualities the enemy lacked and thence exploit that lack and any other weaknesses found. In the classroom at Downland, when the copper finally dropped, Gawain had smiled up at the old Captain, reached down, and turned the model horse representing his command to the right. There was no cavalry in the world could match Raheen, no matter what the enemy’s numbers. Well done, y’highness.
Reef and the two dwarves appeared through the gloom of the trees, moving swiftly and nimbly up the slope into the glade. Gawain unfolded his arms and waited for his five companions to muster together before speaking.
“We’ll move straight up the slope here behind us and then turn to track the rim around to the south to the chasm barring our way. Allazar will ride to spare his injured knee, the rest of us will remain on foot and lead the horses, taking care with the terrain. The wizard says there’ll be no darkness tonight, a full moon is already rising even though the sun’s not quite set. Stars are coming out, too.
“We can’t hope to make the tower in time now to prevent the Graken’s next assault on our friends. So, then. Time is no longer our enemy. In fact, if the enemy of our enemy is indeed our friend, then time is on our side. This trap was set for whitebeards of the Hallencloister, not for a Kindred force well-equipped and well-supplied. The makers of this trap knew their enemy and how they would think. They don’t know us. Valin, as we traverse the rim I’d like to you keep an eye on our enemy, and let me know if they move. I’ve a feeling if we stay high enough from the crater floor, they won’t.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Reef, take the lead please. Gwyn will follow Endera, I’ll lead Allazar’s horse. Let’s proceed with due caution, there’s no need for haste.”
 
The moon had risen above the crater rim in southwest by the time Reef signalled a halt, the edge of the great rip in the ground gaping some fifteen yards from them, a dark gash which none wished to approach too closely lest the rock crumble underfoot and plunge them in. And not once on their journey had Valin called a warning. The enemy creatures had remained entirely motionless the whole time.
Gawain helped the wizard from the saddle, and then gave orders for a makeshift camp to be made here where the trees were thin and ground sloped a deal more steeply than back at the glade. It was only when the horses had been tended and settled for the night, and saddles and bedrolls laid out, that Allazar asked the question all had been resisting since the order to move around the south rim had been given.
“Longsword, if I am not mistaken, at the glade you really did formulate a stratagem?”
“Of a kind, yes.”
“May we know what it is? Just in case something untoward should happen to you, you understand.”
“Planning to get rid of me?”
“No, but the terrain isn’t easy. Should you slip and strike your head on a rock as I slipped and struck my knee…”
“Peace, wizard, I know what you meant. And it’s actually not so much a plan of action rather than an understanding of our circumstances. As I said, time is no longer our enemy. I’d allowed myself to become too concerned with the Graken, and then with the trap we’re in. But then, when Valin and Rochard reported finding the holes from which those rock-creatures and dog-things emerged when the guardstones were tripped, I began to see things clearer.”
“More insights?”
“Yes. The creatures were buried, perhaps for centuries, awaiting the summons to wake and carry out their duties. It’s really very clever, which is what one might expect of a trap laid by whitebeards to ensnare and destroy other whitebeards. But there’s a lack of quality for you, another to add to their list.
“When the trap was made, it was set knowing that wizards of the Hallencloister would do what they always do, and resort at once to mystic power to overcome all obstacles and challenges. After the dog-bats attacked us the first time, you yourself proudly announced that there was nothing in the Pangoricon white fire could not destroy. The D’ith therefore would advance upon the rock-men, shooting white fire from their sticks, and the rock-men, perhaps slightly scorched by lesser fire from lesser wizards and lesser sticks than yours, would crush them. Any horses and men trying to flee would be dealt with by the crab and the swifter creatures.”
“And our presence here, with a high wall to our backs and what might as well be a bottomless crevasse to our side?”
Gawain smiled in the gloom.
“It’s a trap for the rock-men, and you’re the bait.”
Allazar blinked.
“Later, when we’re rested, we’ll prepare. And then you’ll move slowly down the slope until finally the rock-man’s senses, whatever they may be, detect you, and it advances up the slope to attack. And then whoops, in he goes.”
“Him or me?”
“Him. Though I suppose we could dangle you over the edge of the precipice on a rope as bait now that you mention it?”
“No thank you. And the others?”
“May be lured to a similar fate.”
“And the giant rock-Aknid?”
“Is a problem for another day. I doubt it’ll move from the mouth of the gorge.”
“You make it sound very simple, Longsword. And all this is based upon holes in the ground seen and described by our scouts?”
“And by other observations, Allazar. You need to sharpen up. We all do. I know you have something of an excuse with your knee and with the way you almost drained yourself in the fight at the glade, but never has Captain Hass’ advice held more true than today.”
“Assess!” Reef grinned, laying with his hands behind his head looking up at the stars in the blue-grey sky.
“Assess indeed. And what have we learned this day? The rock-men were built to be proof against wizards. They laid dormant for centuries until called, conserving their energies, just as they stand dormant now. They have no mouths, Allazar, no eyes, no nose, no features at all, but above all, no mouths with which to feed.
“And that is likely why there was a delay between our moving and theirs earlier, when we advanced low enough down the rim for them to detect you. They rested. Slept, perhaps, to conserve their limited supply of whatever fuels them, false aquamire, most likely, waking only when we’d moved beyond a certain distance yet still within their range. That’s why they lagged ten yards or so behind us. The first two rock-men only attacked when we moved down the slope to the glade, towards them, the way wizards of the Hallencloister might advance. And later, when we took the horses to water, again, we, or rather you, advanced towards them, as if attacking, and so two more were despatched from the line at the gorge.”
“And now we are beyond the range where action is needed, they once more stand dormant!” Allazar gasped. “I am become a dullard indeed. And that is why time is now our friend. Their energies are limited to whatever they possessed at the time of their creation!”
“Unless by some mystic means they can feed, but I do not think so. Made by wizards to destroy wizards. And the whitebeards of the Hallencloister have ever been arrogant, and were they here in our place would of course have advanced without hesitation upon the rock-men, sticks sparking uselessly, to their doom. And once destroyed, the rock-men and the trap no longer having a purpose, they would become dormant once more, unless a wizard should come wandering by before the extinction of the false aquamire which drives them.”
“Suddenly the hole we are in feels less like a trap holding us, and more of a means by which we may destroy the creations sent against us by our enemies. I think I finally understand, Longsword, your admiration for the Captain who taught you.”
Gawain nodded. “He had a way of cutting through the mists of befuddled minds and exposing the simplicity at the root of all circumstances. In truth, as much as I yearned to achieve the tower before the Graken’s next flight, the clock I set myself a-ticking was a foolish one. Even had we attained the Toorsencreed stronghold before the twenty-sixth, there is no knowing that we could have done anything to prevent the Graken and its rider from going about its foul business. You said its southern aspect faces out to sea?”
“It does, or so we were told.”
“And thus we would approach from some other direction. The winged bastard could simply launch itself out to sea and there’d be nothing we could do about it. We don’t even know the eight-day cycle is real, or simply a pattern we have made in our own minds from nothing more than circumstance. I allowed my fears for Elayeen and Last Ridings to distract me. But no more. No lands are safe while the stronghold exists. Until we destroy it, they must look to their own defences. Until we destroy it, we cannot help them. No movement below, Valin?”
“None, miThal.”
“Good. Rest for a few hours. We’ve all had a long day, but you and the wizard have borne the brunt of it. You too, Segrit, Rochard. It’s men of Raheen will keep watch while you all sleep and regain your strength. For certain, it’ll be needed before dawn.”
While the others settled, Gawain sat upright on his folded cloak. The chasm to his left was broad, and it would have been madness to attempt to bridge it with felled pines even if they’d had the axes for the job. But it gave a good view down the slope to the lake glistening in the light of the extraordinary moon. He’d rarely seen a moon as big as this night’s, and though the summer solstice was only two days past, this night would be longer by far thanks to the brilliance of the orb shining down into the crater from above his right shoulder.
He wondered if Elayeen were looking at it now and thinking of him, and he hoped she wouldn’t mind that once again he had to try to set his love for her aside, to concentrate instead on the safety of his five companions and the complete destruction of the Toorsencreed stronghold far to the east of Elvendere.
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23. Eeyarthinem
 
Four hours after midnight, and Gawain, scouting down the slope, peered through the gloom, looking for a suitable place to create an ambush for a creature of aquamire-infused rock. The sun would rise in less than an hour, and shortly thereafter, Allazar had said, the moon would set. It had been a long night.
The chasm ran from the base of the sheer rim wall almost all the way to the lake in the crater floor, like a jagged gash from which tiny splits spread outwards and seemed to threaten imminent and catastrophic subsidence. But those fissures were old, doubtless made during the chasm’s birth, and were easy to step across. Gawain was looking for one big enough that it would need to be jumped.
The rock-men, they knew, could run as fast as any man, perhaps a tad quicker, and doubtless for much longer. Not that he wished to test their endurance. He needed to the lure the one by the lake up the slope, and then slow it down, perhaps even make it stumble, and then by main force tip the foul creature over the edge and down into the depths of the chasm. They’d seen steam rising from this gaping wound in the ground during the geyser’s eruption, and doubtless, down there in the darkness of the unseen chasm floor, even now mud or water bubbled.
“Sire?” Reef whispered from a little distance away, and Gawain turned. “Found one, sire, should do the trick. Segrit and Rochard are working on it now.”
“Not too heavy?” Gawain asked, “Don’t forget it’s us who’ll have to manhandle it.”
“Ain’t too big around, sire. Roots will need hacking off a bit, and the top.”
“Why are you whispering?”
Reef suddenly looked sheepish. “Dunno, sire, come to think of it.”
Gawain smiled. “They’ll be hacking at the tree with the hatchet and chisels soon enough, no need for quiet. Valin will warn us if the rock-man starts moving.”
“Aye, sire. I’d best get back, lend my weight to the ropes to bring the tree down.”
“You’re sure it’s not too big?”
Reef smiled. “Aye, it’s not too big. Nearer this rip in the ground, thinner the trees. Segrit says it’s a young ‘un, only about a foot through the trunk. We’ll manage.”
Gawain nodded, and pointed to a split in the earth about eight feet from where they were standing. “That’ll do us I think. If our rock-man doesn’t see it, so much the better. If he does, he’ll have to do more than just step across it. I’ll start making its life more difficult over there, where the split’s even wider, and closer to the chasm’s edge.”
“Take care, sire. Don’t want you going in.”
Gawain nodded, and set to work as Reef walked back into the gloom of the trees. He started by heaving larger rocks out from their ancient beds, then rolled them with his boot towards the spot where he hoped the creature would leap the split and land heavily. Shortly afterwards he heard the sounds of a small tree being toppled and uprooted some thirty yards to his right, Reef and the two dwarves heaving on ropes to pull it down and then prising it from the gravelly soil. It wasn’t long after that the air was rent with the sound of steel attacking wood to create a makeshift battering ram.
The plan was simplicity itself. Lure the rock-man up the slope using the wizard as bait, make the creature stumble and lose its balance, then smash it into the chasm with the battering ram. Rest and repeat until only the immense rock-crystal encrusted crab remained to bar their exit through the gorge. The way they’d all looked at him when he’d outlined the plan earlier had been particularly telling, and Gawain had to crush his own doubts mercilessly when he’d seen their expressions.
Allazar was injured, physically and perhaps mystically, if wizards indeed could suffer such a thing as a mystic wound. His pallor and sudden ravenous hunger for food and salt after assailing the two rock-creatures with sustained white fire had been alarming indeed, for the onlookers as well as for the wizard himself. There were yet five identical creatures to be despatched, a feat Gawain didn’t dare risk the wizard’s wellbeing on. He would conserve Allazar’s strength for the tower yet to come.
No, the foe had been devised by wizards and made with wizards in mind and it was therefore common kindred minds and common kindred strength which would overcome them. Failing that, dwarven steel and brawn. Be creative, Captain Hass had so often said, and in the absence of much else in the way of resources to aid them, a hole in the ground and half a small tree would have to do.
Gawain paused in his work building the obstacle course, and curiosity got the better of him. He inched closer to the edge of the chasm, and as the sky began to brighten with sunrise and the stars began to fade in a milky blue wash, he peered over the edge. Nothing. Just sheer rock walls disappearing into the deep dark. He thought about tossing a rock in to gauge the chasm’s depth, but then remembered the geyser and stepped back from the brink. They’d learn how deep the chasm was once they’d smashed the rock-creature into it. Doubtless it was deeper higher up the rim, but since the creature appeared to have nothing but lumps of rock where hands should be, any depth greater than the rock-man’s height should do quite nicely. It wouldn’t be climbing out again.
The sun had yet to rise above the height of the crater walls when a commotion in the undergrowth told of the battering ram’s arrival. Reef, Segrit and Rochard held it by rope ‘handles’ on which it swung back and forth in time with their noisy footfalls, and it emerged through the trees roots foremost. They’d hacked off the taproot and trimmed the rest, but the base of the tree trunk splayed fairly wide at a diameter of about two feet. The trunk itself was half that size and about twelve feet long, the far end crudely hacked to something of a point where the top of the pine had been cut off.
“Should do the trick, sire,” Reef announced, breathing hard, and then admired the obstacle-course of rocks and boulders Gawain had fashioned on what earlier that morning had been virgin soil covered in moss, bracken and fern.
Gawain nodded. “We’ll take a break before testing the theory, I think. We need to be reasonably fresh before dragging the wizard down here. Segrit, you and Rochard will be at the front of the ‘ram, Reef and I behind. Mark well the ground in case you have to bring chisel and hammer to bear should we fail to tip the creature in.”
“Aye, milord. No worries on that account.”
“I do worry, my friends,” Gawain admitted, “If we’re to get out of this trap it’ll be all of us together or none of us at all. So far the only weapon we possess capable of destroying our enemies here is you two. I’m hoping our brains and this terrain will spare us the risk of losing either of you.”
 
Breakfast at the campsite was frugal, and the cool of night was already beginning to fade with the promise of another hot summer’s day ahead of them. Valin reported no movement at all from the crater floor, the two rock-men by the pillars either side of the lake still standing dormant, as were the creatures at the mouth of the gorge in the western rim.
“I do not admire this plan, Longsword. Not least because it relieves me of all risk and of all action while you do all the work.”
Gawain shrugged. “The stick may yet be needed, Allazar, though the rest of us will be dangerously close to the creature when it commences its attack. Besides, you’re far from risk-free. You’ll be standing alone with Valin, and the creature’s rocky gaze will be fixed firmly upon you. Us it won’t see at all, hopefully, except perhaps for a glimpse of all our happy faces beaming down upon it and waving a cheery farewell as it disappears into the depths.”
“Your optimism is more to be lauded than the detail of this plan,” Allazar grumbled, “And yes, if you are too close to the creature should disaster strike, I will be unable to unleash white fire upon it. And if disaster should strike, Longsword, how would I ever be able to face our lady and tell her I was commanded to stand idly by all the while, nothing more than bait obliged to watch the catastrophe unfold before my helpless eyes?”
“Two things, wizard. Thing one, the trouble with all you whitebeards is your grotesque over-reliance upon white fire to solve all problems. Did you learn nothing else that might be useful, such as a ‘picking up heavy objects and dropping them in a hole’ chant? And thing the second, if disaster should strike, you aren’t likely to get out of here to be able to tell anyone anything anyway. Not unless you’ve devised some other means of defeating the crab and its five stony foot soldiers of rocky doom.”
Allazar sighed, and looked utterly crestfallen. “It is my place to serve my king,” he mumbled softly, “It pains me not to be able so to do when danger threatens.”
“And you can best serve your king by doing as you’re told,” Gawain replied, though not unkindly. “We’ll need you at the tower, assuming we ever find it. But to do that, we must first dispose of the filth barring our way out of here.”
They continued eating, quietly, listening to the occasional birdsong in the trees all around them, the horses standing patiently.
“Oh, and by the way!” Gawain added suddenly, waving his boot knife emphatically while clutching a lump of frak. “If you ever did have to tell Elayeen a sorry tale regarding my loss, I’ll thank you to describe it not as a disaster or a catastrophe, but as a cataclysm of world-shattering proportions at the end of which I smiled and passed peacefully with her name on my lips. And you, Valin, if your honour won’t allow you to lie in support of the wizard, the least you can do is keep quiet and nod sadly in all the appropriate places during the wizard’s tale.”
“Oh, and I’ll be sure to add a tear or two, sire, to colour the wizard’s lamentations.”
“I should bloody think so, Reef!” Gawain protested, “And you can expect some interesting questions from my queen regarding your failure nobly to sacrifice yourself while saving me!”
When the chuckling and the laughter died down, they finished their breakfast. The sun was over the rim, the temperature already beginning to rise, and not a breath of a breeze to rustle the treetops or bring relief from what they knew would be a hard day. Finally, Gawain stood, the others following suit and dusting themselves down, checking equipment and flexing limbs and muscles.
“We’ll go down first to man the ‘ram,” Gawain said softly. “Valin, give a loud whistle the moment the creature below begins to stir. Wait for a minute or two before following us down with Allazar.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“And you, wizard, go slow and careful. Don’t be too proud to lean on Valin for the sake of your wounded knee. Valin knows the place we’ve chosen for the ambush and will bring you directly to it. It’s fairly close to the tree line and the crater floor, I’ve no doubt the rock-man will begin his advance before you arrive. With any luck, we’ll have the bastard in the chasm before you get there.”
“Be careful, all of you,” Allazar spoke gravely. “We do not know for certain these creatures see only wizards.”
“We’ll soon find out. And remember, the word is cataclysm.”
“I’ll remember, Longsword.”
And with that, the four set off down the slope, smiles fading from all their faces the moment their backs were turned to Allazar and Valin.
 
Gawain made another check of the obstacle-course, and satisfied himself that the rock-man would not have a simple time of it once the fissure had been jumped. Then he took his place to the side of the tree behind Rochard, and tested the rope which would serve both to carry the log, and to swing it into the enemy.
He had no doubt that the ToorsenViell creatures possessed senses enough to navigate the woodlands. The two they had destroyed yesterday were proof enough of that; they’d run from the northern rim clear around to the eastern wall and thence into the lightning-struck glade, and had avoided all the trees in their path. But later, during their advance and subsequent attack up the slope, they had been clumsy, especially when knocked off their feet. They were heavy, and though able to maintain speed once they’d achieved it, inertia made them slow and cumbersome before that speed was reached.
“Let’s test the weight,” Gawain announced, “I haven’t hefted this thing yet.”
He gripped the rope tightly with both hands, watching the others bend their knees and do likewise.
“Two, three, hup!”
The log lifted easily, almost too easily Gawain thought, but the dwarves had the heaviest end and were powerful, their easy strength deceptive. Reef too was a big man, and Gawain was no weakling himself. The log with its mud- and gravel-encrusted roots tilted down a little, the men of Raheen being a good bit taller than the two dwarves of Threlland at the business end of the battering ram.
“Two, three, down!” Gawain commanded, and they lowered it back to the ground.
“We’ll need the commands for ramming the creature, milord?” Segrit suddenly announced.
“Good point,” Gawain agreed. “Simple is best. ‘Heave’ to draw the ‘ram back, and ‘Ho’ to drive it forward? Agreed?”
Three assenting nods.
“Best you call the orders, sire, save any confusion if only one voice is doing the shouting.”
“Very well. Take care with your footing. I don’t want any of us falling over and dragging the others down. Much as I know the wizard isn’t anxious to use the word ‘cataclysm’ any time soon, the very thought is not a pleasant one. And let’s not get too close to the edge of that chasm, either.”
And then they waited. Sweat from their exertions through the night and the morning made shirts cling. Ears and heads twitched with every whistling birdcall that rent the air from the direction of the camp more than three hundred yards up the slope. It would take time, they knew, for Allazar to hobble such a distance, even with Valin’s help. Not unless the elf threw the wizard over his shoulder or gave him a piggy-back ride down the slope would the journey be made any faster, and none could imagine the very proper former thalangard officer doing such a thing. Not unless Allazar were badly wounded and in desperate need of aid.
“Another warm one today, sire,” Reef declared under his breath.
“Aye. At least we had the sea breezes, at home.”
“Aye, and Hope sparkling like blue diamonds, far as the eye could see. Saw a sea-battle, once.”
“On the Sea of Hope? In truth?”
“Aye, sire. From the cliffs just northwest of Narrat. Gorian slaver, and a ship of the Black and Gold. At it for ages they were, the slaver trying to run, and the Callodonian making passes like a terrier, nipping in and out, turning it around, stealing the wind and shooting upon it. Came quite close to land before the end.”
Gawain remembered the Melusine, and Balhaggan and his crew. “Who won?”
“Callodon. Slaver’s sails caught afire, and the Black and Gold kept pouring it into ‘em. Once the sails burnt away it was just sticks on fire, smoke, and then the slaver sank. Few bits of burning wood left behind, which didn’t take long for the sea to snuff. Callodon ship turned away and put out beyond the horizon.”
“I’ll leave ships to those who sail in them,” Gawain declared firmly. “The boat down the Sudenstem from Mereton was bad enough. My memory of the time aboard the Melusine is mostly a blur of upchuck and misery, and I’ve no wish to repeat it. On land is where men of Raheen belong.”
“Aye, sire.”
And then they waited. Birds flitted here and there around them, entirely unconcerned, entirely unaccustomed to people and the dangers they might represent.
“Was that Valin’s whistle?” Reef whispered.
“No.”
“Sorry, sire.”
Gawain shrugged. And then he whispered, to no-one in particular, “Horses will need watering again soon. Sooner we get this rock-bastard in the hole, the better.”
“Aye, sire.”
A piercing whistle cut through the woodland like an arrow shot from a bow, from perhaps fifty yards up the slope through the sparse saplings in that direction.
“Take the strain,” Gawain announced, squatting and wrapping a coil of rope around his wrist. “Two, three, hup!”
The battering ram rose silently, and hung about a foot off the ground at its business end. And there they waited again, heads cocked to the right, gazing down the line of the chasm and through the spindly growth, suddenly hoping that growth would provide enough cover for the ambushers to remain unobserved by the evil advancing upon them.
They heard it before they saw it, heard the heavy footfalls thumping up the slope, crashing through the undergrowth, perhaps even, like the Kraal encountered in the woodlands alongside the Jarn Road, crashing through the smaller saplings in its path. And then they did see it, the bizarre box-like form, grey and pitted, head down, running as a man might run uphill, arms pumping, leaning forward.
“Steady!” Gawain hissed, sensing everyone tensing and preparing to rush forward with the battering ram.
The creature seemed somehow larger than any of them remembered. Bigger, and far more unstoppable. And far less likely to be hindered by a simple fissure in the ground and a mess of rocks and boulders scattered like the pit-traps of Fallowmead which Meeya had described. It was faster, too. It would be upon them long before Allazar hobbled into range, the wizard even now hopping furiously, wide-eyed, his arm around Valin’s neck and staring at the rapidly advancing horror, clearly reaching the same conclusion as Gawain.
“Brace!” Gawain called over the thumping, crashing advance of the rock-man, and they prepared to charge forward.
Gawain waited, counting the creature’s strides, gauging the length of them, and when it was clear that the thing was entirely unaware of or unconcerned by the fissure in front of it, cried, “Charge!”
Screaming ‘Vex!’ or simply just screaming, they ran forward, seeing the rock-creature seeming to float over the fissure as it leapt into the air, and then it landed like a boulder from a catapult, sending shockwaves through the soil and spraying gravel like bullets in all directions before one of its feet caught a small boulder Gawain had carefully hidden with ferns and bracken.
For a moment, nothing seemed to happen. For half a heartbeat, it hung motionless. And then the boulder shattered, and the creature stumbled, rocky arms attempting to flail, balance failing.
“Heave!” Gawain screamed, and the battering ram drew back as they continued their own stumbling, ungainly charge.
“Ho!”
And with all the strength dwarves and men could muster, they slammed the uprooted tree into the stumbling creature, catching it a glancing blow on its hip and spinning it around, sending it tumbling towards the edge of the chasm.
“Heave!” Gawain screamed again, and they advanced again, watching agog as the creature flailed like a tortoise on its back.
Then it drew up its knees, rolled towards them onto all fours, and began to lift itself.
“Ho!” Gawain called, and they smashed the tree into the thing a second time. It lurched, putting out its right arm to resist the force trying to slam it into the precipice.
“Heave! Ho!”
Again the ram smashed into the creature’s side, but it simply remained braced on all fours.
“Heave! Ho!”
Another shuddering impact, but incredibly, the rock-creature pushed itself upright, squatting on its legs before thrusting up one knee, torso and head swinging to cast its cold, rocky aspect towards its attackers.
“Heave!” Gawain screamed, and arms burning with the effort, they drew back the ram. “Ho!”
This time the roots of the battering ram slammed into what ought to have been the creature’s face and upper chest, and again it toppled to the right, thrusting out an arm to save its balance once more.
“Back! Back!” Allazar’s voice cut through the battle cries, punctuated with a bright flash which drew instant attention from allies and enemy alike.
Back they ran, clumsily, giving the wizard room, Valin wide-eyed and watching helplessly, shortsword clutched uselessly but instinctively in his right hand. Reef’s famously large boot caught one of the obstacles Gawain had planted, and he went down. The others, with the battering ram’s ropes wrapped around their wrists, went down too, including Gawain.
He pushed himself up onto his knees, looking over the fallen dwarves to where the rock-creature was staggering to its feet, the wizard advancing upon it, hobbling painfully, staff raised. Then Allazar cried aloud in a voice that stilled the birds in the trees and sent a shudder down all of their spines:
“Eeyarthinem mardascinum rendamun!”
Gawain saw a shimmering disk appear around the staff, like the shield Allazar had raised on the Jarn Road and at Calhaneth. Then that shimmering detached from the staff and billowed forward… Gawain had seen such a thing before, when the traitor at Far-gor had brought Allazar down. This time, the cloud of shimmering force ballooned outward, struck the struggling rock-man, and blew it clean off its feet, sending it flailing backwards and into the chasm.
“Et caballum!” the wizard spat, and turned to hobble towards Gawain.
The ground rumbled ominously, and a look of alarm spread across Allazar’s face. “Get down!” he cried, and threw himself to the ground as a blast of steam and boiling mud spewed skyward from behind him in the chasm.
“Dwarfspit!” Gawain managed, before covering his head with his arms and pressing his face into the bracken.
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24. Rs
 
“Have the others moved, Valin?” Gawain demanded, dragging himself to his feet.
“Nai, miThal, no movement, but the lake is bubbling!”
“Is anyone hurt?”
No answer save for sheepish looks from his mud-spattered companions. The eruption from the chasm had been brief, a matter of seconds only, but great splodges of pale brown mud clung to hair, clothing, and trees, and spotted the ground as if a thousand giant pigeons had passed overhead.
Looking down the gap in the trees where the chasm ran, Gawain could see what Valin had noted, the lake, and large bubbles bursting languorously on its surface. The impact of the rock-man in the chasm had upset whatever delicate balance of forces drove the geyser, but had not resulted in a full eruption. He couldn’t quite make out the distant pillar and stone-creature on the far side of the lake, too many wisps of steam from the breaking bubbles obscured that northern lakeside.
“Sorry, sire,” Reef suddenly announced, standing and unwrapping the battering ram’s rope from his wrist. “I caught my foot and lost my balance.”
“No matter,” Gawain declared, “It got us all out of Allazar’s way. Are you able to stand, wizard?”
“I am, with a little help?”
“Good,” Gawain smiled, and deliberately ignored Allazar’s outstretched hand to move closer to the edge of the chasm, peering a little nervously into the fuming depths and leaving Valin to assist the wizard to his feet.
There was nothing to be seen in the maw of the rip, save mud dripping slowly down the walls, and steam rising.
“The plan worked,” Gawain announced. “Although not quite as efficiently as any of us had hoped. You’re sure you’re well, Allazar? You’re not about to eat all our remaining supplies?”
“I am sure, Longsword, thank you. Baramenn’s Surge is but an adaptation of his Shield, and I am an old fool for not thinking to use it before you all risked life and limb with that clumsy battering ram.”
Gawain blinked, and eyed his mud-spattered comrades, slack jawed. “Old fool hardly covers it, you cloth-brained muckwit! D’you know how much work it was, making the ‘ram and then trying to knock that vakin rock-monster off its feet and into the hole? Then along comes you, the white gob-hobbling of Raheen, and mumble-endum arsenrectum up and over he goes!”
Reef let out a bark of laughter but stifled it abruptly at a glance from his king.
“My apologies, Longsword, but the knowledge tends only to come to me when it is most needed…”
Gawain was agog. “Most needed? Most needed? We’re stuck in the crater-trap of the ToorsenViell facing these boulder-beasts and it’s not until we’ve done nine tenth’s of the work that you shamble over and wallop, in you go and thank you very much. Next one? The next rock-man? You go first, and we’ll stand ready with the ‘ram just in case you forget the words!”
“As you wish, your Majesty.”
“Think we’ll shove you in front of the crab-creature and see what knowledge pops up when it’s most needed,” Gawain mumbled, turning his back on the wizard and tipping a wink at Reef and the two dwarves. “Leave the ‘ram where it is,” he commanded, “Let’s back to camp and bring the horses down to drink.”
“Aye, sire.”
“No movement at all, Valin?”
“None, miThal.”
Gawain nodded. “Allazar, d’you want to remain here while we tend the horses? It’s a long way back up the slope only to have to come down again to lure the next of the rock-creatures.”
“I think it might be wise if I remained here, Longsword. I’d rather not test my knee climbing back to the camp.”
“Probably a good idea. Now we know a little more about the range of those creatures’ senses. No more have moved to the attack while you’ve been standing here, so we’ve no need to retreat so far up towards the rim wall for safety. I hope. Catch your breath. Valin, please remain with the wizard. We’ll bring your horse and gear down with us.”
“MiThal.”
 
Their new camp was made some fifteen yards up-slope from the mud-spattered ground where Allazar sat on a rock and Valin stood watchfully over him. Camp, Gawain admitted, was probably too grand a word considering all they really did was dump the saddles and packs on the ground before leading the horses down to the lakeside to drink.
It was eerily quiet on the shore, the waters flat calm once more, no hint of bubbling, no threat of eruption. But although the local birdlife had no fear of men and horses, the feathered inhabitants of the crater obviously knew it was wise to stay clear of the waters when bubbles were about, and had yet to return to the water’s edge for bathing or drinking. It was silent, and still, and hot.
Worse, though, was the proximity of the ten-foot tall stone pillar, and the four glistening black stones at the base of its tapered crown. If any kind of monument or column could ever be said to have an evil, glowering aspect, this one did. Even the horses gave it a wide birth, preferring to drink twenty yards to the east of its malevolent, four-eyed gaze.
Across the lake, its twin stood idle, the rock-man beside it unmoved. It was strange, Gawain thought. When they’d brought the horses down to drink yesterday, at the eastern edge of the crater, two rock-creatures had immediately detached from the line at the western gorge practically the moment the wizard had moved out from the tree line. Yet today, only the one which had stood beside this southern pillar had moved to engage Allazar.
With a quick nod by way of a signal to Reef, Gawain left Gwyn drinking her fill and ambled along the bare rock shore towards the pillar. It looked exactly as the one on Croptop Hill had been described. Panels around the circumference of the stone graven with runes and glyphs proclaimed its mystic origin and purpose, and Gawain wondered if striking any one of them off as Rickerd of Fourfields had would cripple the device, or whether that big man had by pure chance struck the only symbol out of all of them necessary to achieve that end.
Closer to the pillar, he could feel the hairs on his arms beginning to stand on end, as if some strange, unseen energy were tickling them. He stopped in his tracks and looked down at his arms, turning his hands over and back again. Hands and arms that had once been scarlet and entirely numb from the shock of his striking at the Shadow of Calhaneth. Insight and intuition began stirring again.
A few feet in front of him lay the crumbled and powdery form of the spent guardstone, its partner across the flat and rocky expanse of the crater floor near the foot of the chasm at the start of the rise to the rim. Across the lake, the twin of the pillar here towering up over him. One pillar on the south side of the lake, one on the north, and when Allazar had approached the lake from due east, in full view of both pillars and both aquamire-black eyes facing that very direction, two rock-creatures had been summoned from the line. One now remained, on the north side.
“Sire? Horses are ready. Back to the camp?”
“Aye, Reef, take them back. I’ll follow.”
“Sire?”
“Go on, I just need a moment more to think.”
Hooves clopped loudly on rock, and a short time later Gawain glimpsed the horses from the corner of his left eye, moving up the rise towards the tree line.
When they had passed from view, he studied his arms again, and reached out towards the pillar. The fine hairs on his wrists and hands began to tickle, and then, acting on a sudden impulse, he drew the longsword, and swung its point slowly towards the monolith. A faint humming, scarcely audible, and a vibration in the steel, scarcely noticeable through the leather-wrapped hilt. But it was there, as were the faint grey outlines of the runes etched deep in the steel of the ancient blade, and the faint stains of strange aquamire swimming the length of the sword.
“Sire!” an insistent and worried voice called from the trees.
Gawain nodded, as much to himself as to Reef, and sheathed the sword, adjusting the strap over his shoulder. Then he took two paces back from the monolith, turned, and jogged across the crater floor and up the slope into the trees.
 
“At Croptop in Mornland, the pillar was set in almost the exact centre of the summit, true?”
“Yes, miThal. So we judged.”
“And the significance, Longsword? We already know from your earlier insights that the pillars here and the one in Mornland are of Toorsen-Urgenenn design.”
“The significance is that there, only one was needed to create the illusion which guarded the creatures against discovery and held them tethered by mystic bonds. The hill was steep, the summit and the area hidden by the pillar’s power relatively small. Here, a much larger illusion was needed, a greater area to be covered, and thus two pillars erected.”
“Again, this we have already deduced.”
“And when we descended the eastern slope to water the horses, we, or rather you, inadvertently stepped into the full view of both pillars, and thus two rock-men were dispatched, one each side of the lake. Today, you came into range of the nearest, the southern pillar, and the guardian dormant beside it at once moved against you. Don’t you see? The pillar on the north side of the lake did not detect you. It likely cannot ‘see’ this side of the lake at all; its twin is in the way, or we are too far from its range for you to be noticed.”
“I am still not sure how this intuition helps our cause,” Allazar frowned. “If it is true, how can this be used to aid our escape?”
Gawain pondered the question. “If we destroy this southern pillar, perhaps it might be possible to lure all the rock-men to the northern side of the lake, and leave them there.”
“Or, the southern pillar destroyed, the northern is able to see where it now cannot, and no advantage is thus obtained.”
“True. And we must still destroy the rock-men before we can bend our minds and efforts to the problem of the giant rock-Aknid. But consider this. If we destroy the southern pillar, we might then be able to lure the rock-men one by one around the northern side, and possibly even draw the crab away from the gorge too. It moves slowly. In the time it would take to move from the pillar back to the gorge, we could have thundered around the lake on horseback and out of this trap before it got halfway.”
Sceptical looks greeted this notion.
“What?”
Allazar simply sniffed, and returned Gawain’s gaze.
“Look at it this way,” Gawain sighed, frustration rising with the heat of the morning. “If we shove you downhill here into view of the south pillar, all three rock-men remaining at the gorge might be despatched against us. We had enough trouble with the battering ram against one, how do you think you would cope alone with Barramin’s Surge against a trio of them?”
“Baramenn’s Surge, and I agree, not very well. As you rightly pointed out, Longsword, you all did nine tenth’s of the work before I was able to drag my poor crippled bones into range.”
“We managed because there was only one to face,” Gawain declared, and they knew it was true. “And I am not entirely certain only one would be despatched from the gorge should you advance upon the pillar here. If we took you back around the rim to the eastern slope and you stepped out onto the crater floor there, doubtless the northern creature would at once advance at the run, and quite possibly two more would be summoned, one to each pillar. By the time we got back around to our camp here, we’d probably have to face two, the one chasing us, and the fresh creature which would be waiting below.”
“Whereas you believe by destroying the pillar here, we will be able to lure them around one at a time?”
“Unless anyone has something other than astonishment and disbelief to gainsay me, yes. There is energy emanating from the pillars. I felt it, standing close to it. Perhaps that energy spreads like a web, or ripples on the lake, and that is how the pillars sense the approach of a wizard. And, having so sensed, a creature is summoned.”
“You felt this?” Allazar’s eyebrows shot up, and Gawain nodded. “Felt it how?”
“A tingling in my hands and arms, and a vibration in the sword.”
“Serre Valin, did you feel such energies close by the pillar at Croptop?”
“I did not, Serre wizard, nor did mihoth Meeya. I am certain miThalin did not, either, or it would have been spoken of during our journey south.”
“And you are certain, Longsword? Even my Dymendin detected nothing but the faintest of vibrations when we entered the crater, and without Serre Valin’s warnings, I would not have noticed them.”
“I’m certain. A lingering effect from the striking of the Shadow of Calhaneth, perhaps. Or so I thought as I studied the pillar.”
Allazar nodded. “That foul creature was likely the result of emanations from the corrupted Orb of Arristanas, and the ToorsenViell have likely used such knowledge to create the false aquamire responsible for animating these creatures and artefacts. Perhaps, in surviving the assault upon the one, you are become sensitised and sensitive to the other. Interesting…”
Gawain sighed, and slapped his legs, stretching them out from where he sat on his saddle in the makeshift campsite. “Interesting or not, Allazar, the feelings were a fact, whether the cause of them is or not. And another fact is our only workable plan for destroying the rock-men is fraught with peril, and only stands a reasonable chance of success if we can lure them one at a time. Even then, fortune plays too large a part in our victory over them for my liking.”
“How then do you propose to destroy the pillar? I dare not venture past the split which marks the point of ambush. To do so might unleash the enemy’s full force against us.”
“The pillar at Croptop was rendered harmless stone after being struck by a hammer.”
“Hurled from a safe distance,” Allazar reminded them. “And perhaps the strike was a lucky one?”
“I have already considered the possibility,” Gawain acknowledged. “The question is, what would wizards of the Hallencloister have done in our place? The answer is, I think, advanced with white fire blazing, shattering the pillars and attacking without hesitation the creatures. And that would have seen their end, in short order. I don’t think the pillars are guarded, not in themselves, and they no longer generate illusions or Valin would notice. They now have but one purpose I think, watching for wizards and summoning the rock-men.”
“I’ll give it a go, milord,” Rochard announced.
“And I,” Segrit agreed hurriedly.
“Thank you both. But in truth, you two are the only effective weapons we have against the creatures, should we fail to shove them into the hole. We don’t know for certain that assailing the pillar here will be without consequence.”
“Surely you don’t propose to have at the stone yerself, sire?”
“No, Reef. I propose you and I take it in turns. We’ll have to use the hatchet, or rocks. I won’t risk the only two rock-hammers our friends possess.”
“Keep yer mouth shut, yer ‘ead down, and do as yer told! Is what my dear old mum told me when I took the colours,” Reef sighed. “I suppose two out of three isn’t bad.”
 
It was near noon when Gawain and Reef, watched by an elf and two dwarves, stepped out of the tree line with a sack full of potato-sized rocks and a bright steel hatchet, and began walking to the lakeside east of the pillar. It was hot, the rock floor of the crater radiating, and it was bright, reflected glare from stone and water making them squint. Ten yards from the pillar they stopped, and edged towards the water, so that any projectiles which missed the column would land harmlessly on the crater floor behind it, and not splosh into the lake and perhaps start another eruption.
“You ever thrown a hatchet before, Reef?”
“Nay sire, can’t say I have.”
“Nor I. You want to try it first?”
“No thanks, sire, rather give the rocks a go. Chucked a few of them in my time.”
Gawain nodded. “Me too. We’ll save the hatchet for last. It might be needed along the way, you never know. You go first.”
Reef hefted the rock, eyed the pillar, and then asked: “Where shall I aim, d’you think?”
Gawain shrugged. “In the middle I suppose. I think if we chip one of the symbols, it might ruin whatever mystic word or phrase is represented by them.”
“I’ll aim for the one that looks a bit like an R flat on its back then.”
“Why?”
Reef shrugged. “On account of it’s the first letter of my name and flat on my back in the Dog’s Leg tavern is where I’d rather be, sire, though flat on my back at the water’s edge is where I’ll likely end up if this hits.”
And with that, Reef hurled the rock. And missed.
“Bugger.”
“I think I’ll take the one below yours, the one that looks like an M on its side.”
“Any particular reason sire?”
“The letter M and I have a long history.”
“M and I?”
“Don’t you start behaving like a bloody whitebeard. M and me, if it makes it clearer.”
Reef smiled and folded his arms.
Gawain hurled the rock, and struck the edge of the column a glancing blow which sent the rock skittering wide of Reef’s first attempt.
“Bugger. Are you sticking with the R?”
“I am, sire.”
And on they went. A rock was hurled, a curse was uttered. Occasionally a hit was made, but nothing so palpable as to significantly disfigure the symbols they struck, which weren’t by any means always the ones aimed at. Finally, the sack emptied, they circled wide around the pillar to pick up their missiles, and tried again from the opposite side, Gawain still holding the hatchet in reserve.
Again, more hits, and this time more than misses, but still no visible effect was noted, and after collecting their rocks, they moved back to the spot where they’d started their assault. Reef hurled a missile, and it struck the mark, bouncing harmlessly back and rolling into the water.
“This is doing no good,” Gawain suddenly huffed, impatience and anger bubbling like a geyser in his stomach. “Look, there’s barely a scratch on the pillar. Our aim has improved too. We’re hitting three times out of five, and still not a chip to deform the symbols.”
“Haven’t tried the hatchet yet, sire. Maybe steel is what it needs.”
“Or maybe a different target. I’ve had enough of Ms, be they sideways or the right way up. My patience with this vakin thing is at an end. This time, I’m aiming for the big black eye that’s been silently laughing at us all the while.”
“Not sure the wizard would approve, sire,” Reef mumbled, taking a pace further back from the pillar.
Gawain hefted the rock and stared at the malevolent stone, remembering Allazar’s warnings, and then he too took a pace backwards.
“Wizard’s not here,” he announced firmly. “And it offends my pride to think my enemies as well as our friends are amused by Raheen’s failure to crack a simple stone from a mere ten paces. Free beer for the first one to break that bastard black eye.”
“Well, if you put it like that, sire…” Reef grinned, and drew a rock from the sack.
But Gawain had already cocked his arm, and hurled. Whether his aim and his arm were guided and strengthened by his hatred of all things Morloch or the expiry of his patience in the baking heat of the day, he couldn’t say, but the very moment the stone left his hand he knew with absolute certainty it would strike the mark. And it did. There was a loud crack, the rock hurled shattering, and then a gout of black fire which spurted upward and outward, lancing and crackling over the heads of the two men of Raheen flinging themselves to the ground, Reef half in the water of the lake.
Three more deep concussions sounded, the remaining aquamire stones rupturing and discharging their energies towards the cardinal points almost simultaneously, and then a single deep whump! presaged a shower of needle-sharp shards flung in all directions as the top half of the pillar exploded in a ball of grey-black dust which ballooned and roiled skyward.
“Reef!” Gawain called, his legs stinging and, he thought, probably bleeding.
“Aye sire!” the big man replied, lifting his shaggy, bearded head from the water and gazing across at his king.
Then a familiar rumbling began, vibrating up through the crater floor, and Reef was suddenly no longer half immersed in the water.
“Oh vakin Dwarfspit,” Gawain managed before an immense bubble burst in the centre of the lake. “Run! Run Reef!”
They made it perhaps halfway to the bottom of the slope before the blast from behind them told of the geyser’s eruption, and then the tree line, and Valin, Segrit and Rochard gazing in horror down at them, disappeared in a billowing cloud of hot mist.
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25. Virtue
 
“Have you entirely taken leave of your senses!” Allazar cried, clutching his staff for support while standing on one leg, glowering at Gawain, the geyser still hissing and gurgling below in the crater floor. “Is your hatred of wizards so intense you honestly wish to inflict upon me the horror of uttering the word ‘cataclysm’ to our lady? What possessed you, Longsword?”
“Impatience, wizard. Heat makes of my patience a short fuse and I warn you, the clouds that enveloped Reef and I were hot!”
But Allazar ignored the warning. “I suppose I should be grateful it was a rock hurled from a distance which caused black fire and concussions, and not you stepping up to the mark and striking it with your sword!”
“In truth I thought about it,” Gawain glowered, “But in deference to your sensibilities thought again before acting. Now shut up and do something useful, like fetching the pack from my bag. You know which one.”
“Aye, Longsword, I do, the blood on your legs speaks most eloquently!”
Gawain began peeling off his soaked clothing, and in truth the clouds which had enveloped the two men of Raheen had been hot, though fortunately for them not scalding. It was uncomfortable though, and the lack of a breeze brought little relief even when stripped naked, clothes draped over saplings and boughs to dry.
“Nice and clean,” Reef remarked, and it was true, the unexpected soaking and steaming had removed the worst of the grime and mud.
Allazar fished out from Gawain’s saddle-bags the small pack of needles, thread, bandages, silvertree powder, elven unguents, and bottles of Eeelan t’oth and Jurian brandy they hoped would never be needed but had been once already on this venture. And would be again now, as Gawain stood twisting around to examine the back of his legs.
His boots had protected his calves, but the backs of his knees and lower thighs had been punctured by spiteful splinters of rock from the pillar, two of which had survived to remain embedded in flesh during the headlong flight across the crater floor and up the slope. These Gawain simply plucked out and tossed aside, before moistening a cloth with a little Jurian brandy, sprinkling it with silvertree powder, and wiping his legs with it.
It stang, but in the silent and fuming gaze of the angry wizard, Gawain refused to show it. Instead he nodded at Reef, who shook his head, hair still wet and plastered around his head. The Bernsider had escaped injury, a fact which merely fuelled Allazar’s foul mood.
His trifling wounds self-tended in silence, Gawain closed up the pack of medicines and returned it to its customary place, and then retrieved dry clothes from his packs and dressed. In retrospect, he knew that hurling a rock at the black stone had been a somewhat witless thing to do, and it was for that reason he suffered the now-sulking wizard’s outbursts. Truth was, he hadn’t honestly expected to hit the mark, and it was the heat of the day adding to the frustration of the trap they were in which had robbed him of good sense.
That same heat and frustration doubtless affected them all, but Valin and the two dwarves seemed better able to resist the effects than the wizard and the men of Raheen. Gawain buttoned his shirt and tried to recover a modicum of dignity.
“My apologies, Gentlemen,” he announced once he’d pulled his boots back on, turning to face them while he propped the sword on his saddle. “I had no business risking your lives and the success of our venture through impulsiveness and anger. I suggest we rest until this hottest part of the day is past, and resume our attempts at escaping this trap when everything is cooler, including my head as well as the wizard’s.”
And so they rested, Reef not even bothering to dress and simply throwing his bedroll on the ground and collapsing on it, asleep in moments. Gawain spread his cloak on the bed of pine needles covering the rocky ground of their campsite, and lay down, his hands behind his head.
Actually, he thought, he was tired. He and Reef had kept the watch while Valin and the others had rested, and perhaps that explained their calm. He was asleep before he could follow the train of thought to a conclusion.
 
When he awoke, it was perhaps six o’clock in the evening, still bright, but a lot cooler and a steady breeze swirled around the crater, bringing a little more relief from the heat of the day. After a brief meal, the men were gathered, and Gawain explained his plan.
“This plan would seem to rely heavily on my horsemanship, Longsword, a skill for which I am far from renowned.”
“I’m not sure we can take the risk of attempting to lure a rock-warrior from this side of the lake. If you were to descend to the crater floor here, the distant pillar might send all four remaining creatures against us. If you descend into the pillar’s range from the eastern rim as before, then you should be able with Valin’s aid to entice the single rock-warrior all the way around the lake, and then up the slope here.”
“It runs quickly,” the wizard protested. “Quite probably quicker than I dare ride a horse through the woods on these slopes.”
“That’s why Valin will be with you, to draw you upslope out of the creature’s range. Don’t forget, it falls dormant, as they all are now, until you are within its range. And there is a delay between its waking and moving which amounted to as much as ten yards last time. With patience and with great care, you should be able to keep it interested once you’re beyond sight of the black eyes in the pillar.”
Allazar blinked.
“It’s true,” Gawain smiled grimly. “And besides, you have Baragon’s Surge to give you time to flee should it ever manage to catch up with you before you get back here.”
“Baramenn’s Surge,” the wizard protested.
“And remember, you need to try to keep the rock-warrior down on the crater floor. Don’t let it follow you up into the trees if you can possibly avoid it. You nip down, draw its attention, and nip back up again, move around a little, then down, up, around, and so on.”
“The theory is sound, Longsword, and I comprehend it entirely. It is the practice and my part in it which I fear will prove the flaw in your cunning plan.”
“Let’s hope not, or I might one day be telling Elayeen of your demise, and ‘cataclysm’ is not a word I’ll be using should I have to do so.”
“Disaster, then?”
“Hardly. Don’t forget we left a spare wizard back at Last Ridings. Do you have a better plan or shall we get on with this one now?”
“Alas.”
Gawain stood, and this time held out his hand to help the wizard to his feet and into the saddle on his waiting horse.
“You know what to do, Valin?”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Allazar, you do understand that Valin commands while the two of you are about this business?”
“I do, Longsword, you need have no fear of my failing to follow his advice once that rock-warrior has my scent.”
“Good. And remember there is no hurry. Valin, safety before haste.”
“Understood, miThal.”
“We’ll be waiting.”
Valin and Allazar nodded, and moved further up the slope before turning left and heading for the eastern rim. When they were out of sight, the battering ram was checked, ropes were tested and secured, and the obstacles reset using the experience gained from the morning’s endeavours. That done, men and dwarves left the ambush and made their way to the crater floor, there to sit and watch, and wait.
“Seven, eight hundred yards around the rim to the east, if they take a middle path through the trees,” Reef muttered, gauging the circumferences of the crater rim and the crater floor.
“It’ll take a while,” Gawain agreed. “But the longest part will be enticing that bastard away from the pillar and inching him this way. If they remain too long in the pillar’s range, who’s to say how many more will be despatched.”
“Hard place to be, sire, and no mistake.”
“Patience will see us out of here,” Gawain sighed, eyeing the broken stub of the pillar by the lakeshore a couple of hundred yards away. Debris was scattered across a wide area of ground, and a large, wide crack ran the length of the stub.
“And there’s still that crab, sire.”
“Aye,” Gawain flicked his gaze to the west. “There’s still that crab.”
“On the upside, you get a free beer for hitting that stone.”
Gawain smiled in spite of the near catastrophe wrought by his impatience. “A free beer? I believe I said ‘free beer’ without putting a number or a time limit on it.”
“Distinctly remember hearing ‘a free beer’, sire, but I could be mistaken, what with having to dive into the lake and the loud bangs and fire and rocks flying everywhere and all.”
“Hmm, good point, I suppose I might have said it at that.”
Birds flocked noisily at the water’s edge, the last eruption long forgotten.
“Cheeky little buggers, them,” Reef nodded towards the splashing and chirping throng, ripples spreading across the lake.
“I actually think I envy them,” Gawain yawned. “In weather like this, a cool swim would be welcome. But not in that particular cauldron.”
They fell silent then, the two men of Raheen and the two taciturn dwarves of Threlland. And waited what seemed an age, watching the birds bathing, marking the jagged shadow of the stub as it moved slowly across the surface of the lake towards the shore.
Finally, movement shattered their languor, Allazar and Valin appearing through the haze at the eastern tree line, and then, a few seconds later, the rock-warrior at the northern pillar commencing a run towards them. At once, elf and wizard disappeared back into the gloom of the trees, and at the southern side of the crater four companions stood, casting nervous gazes to the west for signs of movement before tracking the solitary rock-warrior on the far side of the lake.
It ran perhaps halfway towards the eastern rim before stopping midway around the north-eastern quadrant of the crater floor, where it slowed and then abruptly came to a halt.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain muttered. “This could take a long time.”
Perhaps fifteen minutes later they thought they caught a glimpse of Allazar and Valin through the trees perhaps forty yards further south from where they’d first emerged, and sure enough, the rock-creature began moving again.
And again, there was no movement from the west. The plan was working, Allazar’s game of cat-and-mouse with the rock-warrior drawing it slowly around the crater floor twenty or thirty yards at a time. When the thing halted in the south-eastern quadrant, Gawain quietly ordered the retreat, and the four made their slow and careful way back up to the ambush.
At about eight o’clock and sunset still more than an hour away, Valin appeared through the trees, dismounted, and hurried over to Gawain.
“The creature remains below, miThal, though at a position slightly east of the pillar’s remains. Wizard Allazar approaches slowly, he wished me to advise you in advance of his arrival here, where his presence will be detected.”
“Understood. Thank you, Valin. Would you wait by the horses? I’d like you to assist the wizard from the saddle and get him here into position as quickly as possible.”
“Isst, miThal.”
Valin hurried back up the slope to await Allazar’s arrival, and Gawain nodded at his companions. They knelt, wrapped the ropes about their wrists, and waited. Another age inched by, and then they heard the deep thumping and crunching approach of the rock-warrior up the slope.
“Two, three, hup!” Gawain hissed, and they stood, hoisting the battering ram.
He saw Allazar almost fall from the saddle in his clumsy and wounded haste to join the fight, and he saw Valin, one-armed, struggle to keep the wizard upright. Then the wizard half-limped and was half-carried into the clearing, in time to see the rock-man blasting up the slope towards them.
Allazar thrust Valin away behind him, presented the Dymendin, and began the chant to summon the shimmering shield. The rock-warrior leapt the split, and before it had time to land and stumble on the obstacles placed in its path, the wizard loosed Baramenn’s Surge, hurling it towards the crevasse. The last they saw of it, its rocky arms flailing helplessly, one of its feet caught the edge of the chasm, but far too late to save it. Then they were all diving face down, covering their heads. Moments later, the crevasse belched mud and steam, the lake bubbled and boiled, and the second of five rock-men met their doom.
“Good work!” Gawain declared, standing up and flicking away a sticky brown ooze from the backs of his hands. “Vakin good work! Well done Valin, you got him into position just in time!”
Reef chuckled, and strode across to the wizard, helping him up.
“Thank you, Serre Reef,” Allazar announced, wiping dirt from the front of his already grime-stained clothes.
Gawain grinned, stepped forward, and rewarded the wizard with a gentle slap on the back of the head. “Any movement down there, Valin?”
“None, miThal.”
“Good. Well. That’s enough for one day. We’ll take the horses down to drink once the bubbles have settled, then give them and ourselves a feed before settling for the night.”
“It could take days, Longsword. To destroy the remainder, that is.”
“I know,” Gawain agreed. “And that’s before we tackle the crab. All the more reason to rest as much as we can between feeding the chasm its meals. If there’s one thing today’s lessons have taught me, it’s the value of patience. That, and the pointlessness of hanging clean clothes up to dry in the vicinity of a mud-spewing crack.”
“Ah, Dwarfspit and Elve’s Blood!” Reef spat, eyeing the brown stains on his and Gawain’s laundry where it had hung forgotten since noon. “I was looking forward to wearing fresh gear too!”
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26. Souvenirs
 
The following day saw the demise of the third rock-man, though it took much longer than expected. Allazar, acting on his own intuition or insight, insisted on moving further around the rim and well into the north-eastern quadrant to lure the next in line to the pillar beside the lake. Gawain had been stunned to see the white stick glinting from almost the opposite side of the crater, but when only a single enemy woke and broke from the line at the gorge and proceeded around the lake, shrugged and eventually admitted that perhaps the wizard had been right so to do. If nothing else, it ensured no other creature raced up the southern path to complicate their plans.
That one was almost as easy as the previous ambush had been, though this time Allazar slightly misjudged the release of the Surge of power from his staff, and the rock-warrior had tumbled to rest on all fours almost on the brink of the chasm. At once, Gawain and the ‘ram crew rushed forward, and two heave-hoes later had bludgeoned the thing over the edge to its doom.
They’d rested, watered themselves and the horses, and had taken the opportunity to wash clothes long overdue for laundry. Allazar was left sitting with the horses, and since Gawain drew the line at washing the wizard’s grubby, mud-spattered and tatty old Callodon uniform, he’d insisted lots be drawn to find a victim to undertake the chore. Segrit won.
On the 26th the procedure for enticing a rocky victim to its doom was repeated with almost practiced ease, and Gawain sensed a very real danger that their success would breed contempt for their enemy and dull their sense of caution. He felt obliged to remind them this was the day they had predicted the Graken would be loosed again upon friendly lands, and the sense of celebration that had arisen from the destruction of the penultimate rock-warrior was instantly crushed.
On the 27th, though, the procedure was repeated a final time, and almost ended in disaster…
 
“The wizard approaches,” Valin announced to the crew on the battering ram. “And the rock-warrior is poised below.”
The crew promptly knelt, took up the ropes, and braced while a confident-looking Allazar trotted quickly down the slope on horseback, and with Valin’s now practiced aid, dismounted and was promptly helped into the ambush killing-field by the time the first sounds of the rock-creature’s heavy approach rumbled up through the trees.
“Two, three, hup!” Gawain commanded, and the ‘ram was lifted and held ready, swinging just a little on its ropes.
Valin stepped back and away from Allazar, who braced and presented his staff.
Up the slope the rock-warrior charged, head down, but through some freak of bad timing stumbled just before leaping the split in the earth. Allazar loosed the Surge, but the creature was already crashing to the ground and ploughing a furrow headfirst in the dirt and came to rest on their side of the fissure flat on its face, if face indeed it had.
The wizard gaped. The crew on the ‘ram gaped. The rock-warrior, what senses it might have possessed reeling, simply lay on the ground as if unconscious. But this peaceful state of affairs lasted only a few heartbeats, and then it began pushing itself upright onto all fours.
“Advance!” Gawain screamed, and the ‘ram crew charged across the clearing, stumbling to avoid the boulders and small cairns erected to upset the rock-creature.
But on their first assault, and in spite of their lurching run with the heavy weapon, they succeeded in slamming the full weight of the log straight into the creature’s head.
It sagged back a little at the impact, still on all fours.
“Heave! Ho!” Gawain cried, and they hit it again.
They were directly between the rock-man and Allazar, both the wizard and the one-armed elf standing behind him therefore utterly useless.
“Heave! Ho!” Gawain cried, and as the rock-thing sat back on its haunches they smashed the ‘ram once more into its face.
This only served to give it the momentum it had sought to stand upright, and it promptly did so, staggering back a single pace to regain its balance.
“Heave! Ho!” Gawain screamed, and again the ‘ram struck.
They built up a rhythm then, Gawain calling the tempo, the ‘ram drawing back and then crashing forward. Once, twice, and on the third strike the creature took another faltering pace backwards. A fourth time, and it moved again, and the lip of the fissure on which it now stood gave way under the immense weight of the thing, and so it slipped…
The fissure, unlike the chasm at its broader end, was only a few feet deep at the point where the rock-warrior fell. There it stood, up to its knees in the narrow crack in the ground, while Gawain screamed out the commands and they heaved on the ropes, smashing the thing in the face time after time. But they were tiring fast, arms and shoulders burning, and they were getting nowhere.
“To the side! To the side!” Gawain called, urging the men to swing around and attack the trapped creature from the tapered end of the fissure to try to knock it towards the broader end of the split and into the gaping maw of the chasm waiting there.
Twice they rammed, and twice nothing happened, except for chunks of wood splitting and making the end of the battering ram look more and more like a splayed and well-worn tent-peg.
“Back!” was Gawain’s next command, and they withdrew a couple of yards, breathing heavily. “Down! Lower the ‘ram!” he gasped, collapsing to his knees.
While they drew breath, lungs and limbs burning, the creature struggled in the fissure. It pounded on the ground with its arms, trying to jolt itself up and out of the crack of rock holding it fast. It twisted, and that also failing, resumed its pounding on the edge of the fissure again. The ground beneath its fists began to crumble rather alarmingly.
“Dwarfspit…” Gawain managed, taking up the slack on the rope and thinking to order the men up again when Allazar hobbled into view, Valin half lifting him across the rocky terrain.
Then the wizard held the staff at one end, holding it outstretched like a fishing pole, ramming it into the rock-warrior’s head. There was a sharp and painfully loud concussion, and bits of rock flew out from a ball of searing white light, a light which left the ‘ram crew blinking back purple blobs which stained their vision for a few seconds.
When that vision cleared, they saw the rock-man still trapped in the fissure, still struggling, but with a chunk of its head missing. Allazar was sitting on his backside where the recoil of his attack had blown him off his feet, and Valin, his Sight utterly dazzled by the release of Allazar’s mystic power, merely staggered, his arm over his eyes and then in a daze rubbing them with the heel of his hand.
That was when Rochard had twisted his arm free of the ‘ram rope and roared ‘Vex!’ at the top of his voice, thrusting himself up, drawing his rock-hammer and charging forward.
He leapt the fissure, came up around behind the rock-warrior, and began pounding at the back of the area of the creature’s head where Allazar’s blast had knocked out a piece. Sparks flew, rock chips flew, and the creature raised its arms to defend itself, shuddering a little at each impact.
“Vex!” Segrit screamed, and rushed to join in the attack.
Hammers pounded on rock, then on steel as chisels were brought to bear, and then the onlookers gazed in horror as the rock-warrior’s body slowly swivelled on its hips, rock grinding, a hundred and eighty degrees, swinging an arm as it did so. Segrit saw it coming and dodged back, but Rochard took a blow to the thigh which sent him tumbling and might have broken him in two had it struck with full force.
As it was, with a large part of one side of its head now missing, the utterly unexpected swivelling manoeuvre had been slow and cumbersome, sparing the dwarf a fatal impact.
“Get back!” Allazar cried, by now back on his feet, and he lunged forward again, jabbing the staff into the back of the rock-warrior’s head at full stretch.
This time, eyes were promptly closed or covered, and half a heartbeat after the harsh crack of the mystic concussion re-opened in time to see the remains of the rock-head shattering, leaving a faint purple glow between the blocky shoulders where a neck should be.
“Run! Run!” Allazar screamed.
The last things Gawain saw before he dashed through the trees was Valin sweeping the wizard up over his shoulder and charging up the slope, the two dwarves, one of them limping badly, dashing down the slope, and Reef grinning madly at him as they plunged deeper into the trees.
Behind them, the blast of liberated aquamire flung rock and dirt high into the air, seared the ground and the overhanging boughs of a nearby tree, and left a smoking pit in the fissure where the rock-warrior had been trapped. This time, there was no rumbling and belching of hot mud and steam from the chasm, nor roiling bubbles upon the lake. This time, there was just a billowing cloud of greasy purple smoke drifting up and out of the crater to mark the passing of a creature of evil’s making.
 
“So,” Gawain sighed. “We now have two hobblers in our ranks.”
“Sorry, milord,” Rochard declared, smiling sheepishly through the pain of his bruised thigh.
“Mad bastards. We could’ve just pulled back a little, caught our breath, and then buried the thing alive. Or built a bonfire on top of it, or just let Allazar poke it to bits with his stick. But no, you two have to rush in and peck bits of its head off as souvenirs to take back home for Eryk’s mantelpiece.”
Reef chuckled, and adjusted the saddle on Endera before checking the packhorses.
“All done sire,” he announced, “Ready to move when you are.”
“Good. We’ll descend to the lake and the nub of the pillar. If nothing exciting happens, we’ll move around to the northern side so Allazar can get a good look at the one that’s still intact. Then we’ll destroy the bloody thing.”
“Do you think it wise, Longsword? We do not know what such destruction might cause.”
Gawain shrugged, and climbed up into Gwyn’s saddle. “To be honest? No, it probably isn’t wise. But there’s only the giant rock-crab between us and the resumption of our mission to destroy the tower and its denizens. Who’s to say that destroying the pillar might not also destroy the crab?”
“Leaving its immense and lifeless bulk blocking our passage out of the crater?”
“Or liberating its aquamire in a great gout of purple smoke.”
“And bringing down the gorge walls in the process,” Allazar rejoined, before thanking Valin for his assistance in getting up into the saddle. “Besides, geysers have been known to explode violently, leaving behind nothing but a gaping hole in the aftermath of their self-destruction.”
“Who knows what might happen. First, we’ll descend, move around the eastern end of the lake, and have a look. I don’t propose doing much of anything tonight. We’ll rest, freshen up, and while you ponder the pillar and its gravings, the rest of us will ponder the crab and how to overcome it.”
 
Their next camp was made on the grassy slope of the north rim, a little to the east of the surviving pillar. Nothing moved to intercept them when they’d emerged from the trees and examined the stubby remains of the southern pillar, and all was quiet save for the sounds they made themselves as horses ambled around the lake. Even when Gawain and Allazar approached close to the pillar in the north, all remained quiet, the rock-crab glistening in the afternoon sunshine at the mouth of the gorge, motionless.
“Do you recognise any of the markings?” Gawain asked, the two of them standing about five yards from the monolith.
“Some, yes. Some of these symbols are very old, perhaps from the time of Zaine. Others are old elvish, and yet more are pictograms encapsulating concepts and formulas which a D’ith of Sek rank might recognise.”
“Yet you do not?”
Allazar shrugged, almost apologetically.
“Not part of the knowledge afflicted by the circles, then?” Gawain folded his arms.
“No, I’m afraid not. Perhaps…”
Gawain waited, but when it was clear the wizard had finished his sentence, asked “Perhaps what?”
“Hmm? Oh, perhaps it’s just as well I do not understand the entire meaning of the symbols etched and graven here. Do you remember, at Harks Hearth, on our quest for the Orb, I told you I could not read the dark wizard’s book you retrieved from its corpse?”
“Yes, you said if you learned the evil it contained, it would corrupt you.”
“Knowing precisely how to weave the spells would tempt me so to do, and in dreams, I might unleash an evil here in the waking world. The same I fear might also hold true of these marks. There is great power here, Longsword, and yes, great evil. My staff feels quite clearly the vibrations emanating from the pillar, standing as close as we are now. Your arms?”
Gawain nodded, and held out his right arm, the fine blond hairs clearly standing up, and though the skin was sun-bronzed, the areas stained by the Shadow of Calhaneth were slightly paler, and quite visible, where they had not been before.
“I know you wish to destroy this evil, Longsword, but still I urge caution.”
“Is the geyser your principle concern?”
The wizard frowned, and then sighed. “I don’t know. Certainly it erupted violently and rapidly when the other column was destroyed. I cannot tell you that bringing down this foul-crowned monolith will certainly result in disaster, but nor can I declare with certainty that it won’t. Remember, this trap was made with wizards in mind. Its makers would anticipate a mystic attack upon these artefacts as well as upon the creatures buried and laying in wait behind us up the slope.”
“Or, once those creatures were released, then such an attack was considered irrelevant. The way out guarded, the pillars served only as advance warning of a whitebeard’s approach. Once the rock-warrior had sight of its quarry, it acted independently.”
“I know. Still, some intuition of mine urges caution.”
“And I’ll respect that intuition, Allazar, this day and this night at least. Can’t promise I won’t be hurling rocks at it in the morning though. Are you comfortable enough alone near this thing? I’d like a closer look at that crab-monster.”
“Comfortable is hardly an appropriate word, but yes. I would like to see if I can find runes or symbols which can be simply modified to render them useless. That fellow Rickerd managed it in Mornland, after all. If the stones in the crown can safely be discharged rather than simply shattered, all mystic power might be drained and the column destroyed without fear of consequences.”
“Good. I’ll leave you to it then. And Allazar?”
“Longsword?”
“Be careful. You can’t run away from things as quickly as you once could. A deaf one-legged rabbit would be safe from you as you are now.”
“I will if you will.”
“Bah. I’ll leave Rochard and Valin to watch over you.”
“Thank you,” Allazar mumbled softly, “A fellow hobbler and a one-armed elf, I feel safer already.”
“Safe from what?” Gawain grinned, “Since you’re not going to destroy the pillar or do anything precipitous, what harm can befall you?”
“Apart from men of Raheen hurling rocks in their boredom at a sleeping giant, nothing untoward, I suppose.”
Gawain strode away from the pillar and the wizard, gave a cheery rude gesture to both, then flicked a series of hand-signals up the rise to the camp. Reef and Segrit jogged across the open ground and joined him near the shore.
“Time to get a closer look at the gatekeeper blocking our exit,” he announced, striding purposefully. “But Allazar doesn’t want us disturbing it. No throwing things at it, Reef, and no attacking it with a hammer, Segrit.”
“Me?” Reef grumbled, “Why would I want to throw things at it?”
“I saw how much you enjoyed throwing rocks at the pillar, and dwarves are mad bastards. I’ve a right to be worried.”
“I enjoy throwing rocks at things that don’t throw stuff back, sire, and also at things that aren’t likely to rip my head off and spit down my neck. I reckon that crab can probably do both and a lot more besides.”
Gawain smiled, eyes fixed on the immensity of the dull brown shape glistening at the gorge mouth some six hundred yards away.
“A piece of rock-crystal might make a welcome souvenir for his Majesty,” Segrit declared softly.
Neither Gawain nor Reef could tell if the jaunty dwarf striding hard to keep up with them was joking or not.
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27. Knock, Knock, Ginger
 
The run-off from the lake to the mouth of the gorge was some three hundred yards long, and ran broad and straight towards the immense shape blocking the only exit from the crater. The rivulet of water they’d all followed on their way into the trap still trickled down the slight incline, though it seemed to be fighting a losing battle against evaporation in the heat of the day. Soon, that battle would be lost, unless the lake were being constantly replenished by some subterranean store, and Gawain had no idea if that were true. Knowing their only source of water might in fact be dwindling added a sense of urgency to Gawain’s desire to escape the crater, not that any more urgency was needed. Besides, he told himself rather deliberately, it was still a large lake, whether it was shrinking slowly or not.
From three hundred yards the crab-monster was little more than a very large brown and glistening shape, very much like a broad and squat meat pasty, laying flat on the ground. The closer they approached, their purposeful stride slowing as they did so, the more detail resolved. At a hundred yards, they could see the crab-like articulated legs arched around the edges of the massive carapace, the creature laying on its belly rather than expending energy and relying on its own eight legs to support its immense weight.
From sixty yards, more of the horror of the thing became clearer. The distance from its somewhat flat belly to the top of its arched carapace was perhaps around twelve feet, though the thing’s actual height was deceptive; it was encrusted by slender smoky brown rock-crystals, some of them in the region of two feet long, the crystals’ six-sided prisms topped by sharp-looking pyramids giving the crab the appearance of bristling with small glass spears.
Gawain stopped, and gazed at the thing, trying to keep profound worry from his face. At the front of the beast, two claws were folded; the one as Valin had described being big enough to cut the head from a horse, and the other, much smaller and lighter, but equipped with impressive serrated ‘teeth’ nevertheless. It was the big claw that held their attention though. Never mind a horse’s head, it looked to be able to cut a man clean in two, or crush him slowly to death, according to the creature’s whim.
Yet, the thing remained utterly motionless, as if life were extinct. For a moment, Gawain felt a surge of hope, imagining that the destruction of the southern pillar had extinguished the crab-monster’s life, but that was a foolish hope and not to be trusted.
“What range do you think that claw has?” he asked quietly.
“Fourteen or fifteen feet extended, I reckon sire.”
“The smaller is a little shorter,” Segrit agreed.
“Looks dead, bet it ain’t though,” Reef sighed. “If I’d brought a sack of rocks with me, sire, I could chuck one at it to see if it’s alive.”
Gawain and Segrit gave quiet snorts of appreciation for the big man’s humour, but the extraordinary bulk of the rock-crab was threat enough without imagining it animated and scuttling towards them.
“I wonder why the rock-crystals adorn its carapace?” Gawain muttered.
“It’s hard,” Segrit replied. “Hard enough to cut glass. Takes a good polish, makes cheap gemstones and such for tourists. Used at home for abrasives and refractories, and in crucibles. Brittle though,” he frowned, “A good sweep of a hammer side-wise would shatter them. See the top, there, at the right-hand side?”
“Where they look like glass?” Reef asked.
“Aye. The rock-crystals appear smoky brown because that is the colour of the creature itself. Seen up close, they’d be clear enough to see through. Hallencloister wizards paid a great deal for large, pure rock-crystals. I heard that once, a rock-crystal was found taller than me. Wizards from the Hallencloister had to make a special cart, drawn by twelve horses, to carry it from Threlland to their citadel, it was so heavy.”
Mention of the wizards of the D’ith fired Gawain’s familiar suspicions. “What do they use them for?”
Segrit shrugged. “Who knows with wizards?”
“Whatever they’re used for,” Reef announced, “I don’t reckon we’re going to be able to lure that thing up around the slope and into that chasm like its mates. And arrows aren’t going to make much of an impression, either.”
“No indeed,” Gawain agreed, “And I don’t think two dwarves will do much damage either, even if we found a way to get them and their special kind of marvellous insanity safely up there onto the creature’s back.”
Segrit grimaced, and scratched his head. “That’s hard rock and pain up there, I reckon. It’s not granite beneath the crystal, not with that colour.”
Gawain eyed the rim and the rock walls of the gorge above the creature.
“Nothing up there to drop on the thing’s ‘ead, sire,” Reef nodded, following his king’s train of thought. “Hard climb, too.”
“It’ll have a weakness. All things do. A lack of quality to be exploited. We simply need to assess, and plan accordingly.”
Gawain took another few paces forward, and then eased around further south, looking at the behemoth from a different angle and hoping to find some opening or other vulnerability on clear display. Of course, there was nothing. Just more crystal-encrusted rock.
“It’s not exactly wedged into the mouth of the gorge,” he noted. “There’s a gap at the back a man might walk through.”
“Aye sire, if the thing were dead or senseless. Besides, wouldn’t fancy leaving poor Endera here with the other horses.”
“True,” Gawain sighed.
Still, the straw of hope represented by the destruction of the southern pillar niggled at him, and he took a few more paces forward towards the monstrous crab. At fifty yards from where the two claws folded across the creature’s face, he paused again. Then he took a breath, and another pace forward. And another. Nothing. One step at a time, until he was thirty yards from the front of the beast, Reef and Segrit a very nervous pace or two behind him. There, he stopped again.
“Sire?”
“Reef.”
“Bit close, don’t you think?”
“It hasn’t moved yet.”
“For which my bowels and trousers are most grateful, sire.”
“This thing was wizard-made to prevent wizards and men escaping. We need to know how close we can get before it awakens. And we need to know how fast we have to run if or when it does. Tell your bowels and trousers to expect the worst.”
“I think they already know, sire.”
Gawain took another pace forward, and waited, Segrit and Reef moving up alongside him. Still nothing.
“There was a delay,” Gawain explained softly, “With those rock-men. A delay from us moving and them pursuing. That’s why I’m taking one step at a time and waiting, to discover the shortest distance we may approach in safety.”
“Maybe it’s like them rock-men, sire, and only starts up when a wizard comes close?”
Gawain shrugged. “Perhaps. But since the wizard can’t run at all and neither can Rochard, we’re here and they’re not. If we do have to run, just turn around and head straight for the lake, then around to the pillar where Allazar is.”
“Aye, sire, that’s just where you’ll see me long afore you arrive.”
Gawain smiled and took another pace. Still nothing, as he counted slowly to ten before another stride and repeated the count.
At twenty-five yards, the hairs on his arms began to tickle, and he drew in a sharp breath, his two companions hearing it and bracing almost sideways on to the monster and ready to run. There was a grating sound, rock grinding against rock, small puffs of dust bursting from joints in the crab’s legs.
Then the two claws swung forward and up, high into the air, exposing the flat slab that was the creature’s face. But there before them was the difference between this monstrosity and the rock-warriors, for there, set in deep sockets in the rock face, were two large black eyes, each bigger than the dinner-plate eye of a Kraal. To the rising horror of the three companions watching agog and rooted to the spot, those eyes slid forwards, out of their sockets, and then rose on stalks, fixed upon them all the while.
“Back a little!” Gawain called over the sound of grinding limbs as the rock-Aknid began to rise up on its legs. “Just a little! Ten paces!”
And ten paces back they skittered, their own gaze fixed on the creature and the immense claws held high, jaws opening wide.
On a sudden impulse, Gawain strung an arrow and hurled it at the monster’s right eye. It struck with the sound of steel on stone, bouncing away harmlessly and clattering off the carapace to land on the crater floor. Segrit presented his crossbow, knelt, and took careful aim before loosing a bolt at the same target, cursing under his breath when the missile likewise ricocheted away without the beast so much as flinching.
But nor did it move. It was tilted slightly towards them, its back end raised higher than its front, presumably so it could gaze down upon them and fix their position accurately, claws ready to strike should they advance and attack. But the men had no intention of so doing, and there they stood, glaring up at the monster while it stood poised and peering back at them.
“Another pace back,” Gawain said softly, whipping his arrow-string back around his wrist.
And back they went, one pace, before pausing.
“The joints between the legs and body look to be weaker than the rest. And between the claws and body.”
“Eyes might be popped by the wizard?” Reef muttered.
“I think they’re of rock-crystal,” Segrit announced, “Harder than glass.”
“And the eye-stalks are not rock-made, they look soft and flexible,” Gawain mused. “Segrit, can you hit one?”
“Don’t see why not, milord,” the dwarf announced, treading on the cocking-stirrup and drawing back the string with his belt-hooks. In moments, he was kneeling again, and taking aim.
All this time, there had been no movement at all from the giant rock-Aknid. It had simply stood there, stock still, watching them.
Segrit pressed the crossbow’s trigger, the bolt sped true, and slammed into the base of the beast’s right eye-stalk. It stuck there momentarily, but was ripped away to fall back to the crater floor when the eyeball retracted deep into its socket.
“Oh well there’s a thing!” Gawain declared, and whipped an arrow from his quiver, narrowly beating Reef to it when he hurled the longshaft at the exposed left stalk. Both missiles struck true, and Gawain though he glimpsed a grey-black ooze when the eyeball promptly retracted.
But then the claws swung forward and the creature took a stumbling lunge forward, legs crunching, the ground trembling a little as it did so and the noise of its movement loud and alarming. Its stride was impressive too, practically halving the distance between the claws and their intended quarry.
“Run!” Gawain shouted, and run they did, low and fast, and when it was clear that the crab-creature was not following, began laughing like children who’d just knocked on a stranger’s door and were sprinting around the corner out of sight.
At the lakeshore almost three hundred yards from the creature, they stopped, breathing hard from the sprint on a hot afternoon, and paused to drink.
“Wizard don’t look pleased, sire,” Reef grinned, nodding at the figure by the pillar three hundred more yards away.
“How can you tell from this distance?”
“Arms are folded ‘round his stick. Never a good sign, that.”
“Well, I did tell you not to throw things at the giant, but would you listen to your king?”
“We were just obeying orders!” Reef protested.
Gawain smiled. “And who do you think the king’s wizard will believe when I tell him it was your idea?”
“Don’t look at me, friend Reef,” Segrit declared, “I shall claim diplomatic immunity.”
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28. What’s In A Name?
 
“So,” Gawain sighed, paring another slice of frak and eyeing his companions sitting on the slope by the tree line. “Apart from the leg-joints and the eye-stalks, we saw no other vulnerabilities. Allazar, what do you know of rock-crystal, as used by wizards of the D’ith?”
“They were much used for the examination of light. For making lenses and prisms and so forth. Alas, as you know, I never rose far through the ranks at the Hallencloister. That the creature is coated with them suggests a defence against white fire that goes beyond the sheer strength of its armour. I suspect that any white fire loosed upon the beast might very well be reflected or refracted harmlessly away, possibly even back towards the staff of the wizard which loosed it.”
“Like a mirror, you mean?”
“Possibly. There is also another possibility, which I cannot confirm, and that is that the crystals might somehow use any white fire loosed upon them to feed the creature.”
“Feed it?” Gawain gasped, mid-chew.
Allazar shrugged. “It might. There is a reason dark wizardry was used to affix the crystals to the creature’s back, and rock-crystals are known to affect light in many ways.”
“Wonderful. And did you learn anything from your study of the pillar?”
“Very little. I did at one point consider throwing things at it, just to see if it would wake up and chase me, but common sense got the better of me.”
“The Gra was already awake when we shot at its eyes, how many more times?”
“Gra?”
“Short for ‘giant rock Aknid’. I thought if you were to add an appendix to your book and title it ‘Things Made by Toorsen-Urgenenn Bastard-Wizardry’ you’d need to know which letter of the alphabet to stick them under.”
“Hmm.”
“So. The pillar’s markings contain no warnings, and no inscriptions which might give a clue as to its relationship with the geyser or the Gra.”
“Alas.”
“Then we must rely on our wits rather than wizardry, as usual. Against the Gra there are but three weapons likely to be of any real use to us.”
“Three, sire?”
“Aye Reef, three. Segrit, Rochard, and the geyser. The hole in the lake basin is probably big enough to swallow the thing, and if not, the blast from the geyser is certainly powerful enough to steam it to extinction. If we can lure it in there. Rochard is injured,” And here Gawain held up a hand to stifle the dwarf’s protests, “He’s injured, and neither he nor Segrit would have much of a chance of getting up onto the Gra’s back to do it damage in safety behind those claws.”
“It didn’t move much when we upset it, milord,” Segrit pointed out. “Just sort of lunged and then retreated after we ran.”
“True. And that brings us back to the pillar and its four black eyes. If the Gra is held in place by the pillar, destroying the monolith might allow us to draw it from the gorge.”
“Destroying the pillar might also burst the geyser, and devastate the crater floor, and us along with it.”
“Not if we safely discharge its energies. Did you find the symbols you were looking for which might be modified to alter the pillar’s mystic properties?”
Allazar sighed, blinked, eyed the chunk of honey-bar in his hand, and then nodded. “Yes, several of them, in fact. Symbols for binding or containment. Opening such a symbol should, I believe, release the energies contained within the crown-stones as Rickerd of Fourfields accidentally discovered. Though of course there exists the possibility that one or other of those symbols is being employed to constrain the energies of the geyser.”
“You’re becoming obsessed with the geyser. Must be the shortage of rabbits.”
“It is an extremely powerful force of nature, Longsword, you saw how violent the reaction was simply to throwing a stone into the waters. Even the distant shock of a rock-man falling into the chasm was enough to make those waters churn. Your destruction of the southern pillar likewise caused an eruption and, I should also point out, had no effect upon the Gra or the Roken.”
“The what?”
Allazar sniffed. “It is short for ‘rock-men’ and as you say, handy for any appendices I might write.”
“You’re joking of course.”
Allazar sniffed again.
“What’s the singular, then, Rokan?”
“People will accept whatever I decide to call them in my appendices, Longsword, and whatever name I choose to give them does not alter the fact that destroying the southern pillar merely robbed them of an eye possessing greater range than any senses they possessed for themselves.”
“It’s a stupid name, and notwithstanding your fears about the crater floor bursting asunder should we destroy that pillar down there, we can’t stay here. Our food will eventually run out, and neither Reef nor I would welcome the notion of eating the horses when it does.”
“There is another possibility to consider,” Allazar grumbled. “Though it might pain you to hear it.”
“Pain me, by all means. It can’t be any worse than Roken.”
“The Gironid was made with wizards of the D’ith in mind. You know as well as I that the white fire I am able to summon with the Dymendin is far more powerful than anything a wizard of the Hallencloister might produce. It may be possible for me to exploit the weakness you saw in its leg-joints, and perhaps commence an aquamire reaction by taking one off from a distance. I am, after all, much more powerful than any other wizard that might have been expected to fall into this trap.”
“The Graknid may well have been made with lesser wizards in mind, but its creators would have expected more than one stick to be brought to bear upon it. Besides, I don’t fancy you feeding the thing with your tree of lightning.”
“There aren’t any rock-crystals on the Gro-ak’s legs.”
“True. There aren’t any bandages on the Groknid’s knees either, and unlike you it can move surprisingly quickly without the need for a horse or an elf to sling it over his shoulder. Can you imagine the effect of that thing bursting asunder, showering splinters of rock-crystal in all directions? You’d never evade the blast in time, even on Gwyn or Endera.”
“And so our only hope rests with our being able to lure the Girakni away from the gorge and into the lake? As stratagems go, Longsword, it is a rather desperate one.”
“Not really. Remember, it took quite some time for the Bigrockak to cover the distance from its hole in the ground all the way around to block the gorge. We only really have to lure it far enough from the gorge to be able to pass safely behind it and out through that gorge. It can’t pass through the entrance, the path is far too narrow even if the creature turned sideways, we could simply leave it here to fade and die.”
“But in order to lure it away from the opening, you believe the pillar must be destroyed. We have a hard decision then, Longsword. Risk our own destruction along with the entire crater should the pillar release all the geyser’s subterranean force when the stone is broken, or risk my destruction by allowing me to attack the creature’s legs.”
“Actually,” Gawain smiled, “When you put it like that, the decision wouldn’t be hard at all. But of course we’ll likely need you and the stick when we get to the tower.”
“I had in fact taken that into consideration,” Allazar protested, cracking off a small piece of honey-bar with his teeth. “I merely didn’t think it worth mentioning so obvious a point.”
“Sounds like Bigrockak wins,” Reef muttered, glancing away at the dull brown shape at the mouth of the gorge.
“It most certainly doesn’t!” Allazar squeaked, “What wins is what goes in my appendices!”
“There is something we haven’t tried yet, though,” Gawain smiled. “And with the day advancing we still have enough time for experimentation. It might even spare us the destruction of the pillar you’re so concerned about.”
“Why does your smile tell me that nature of your experiment will not appeal?”
“Because it involves your approaching close to the Bigrockak, to see if it can be lured from the mouth of the gorge by the mere presence of wizardly power. If it pursues you far enough, we might all manage to escape the crater without risk of any kind.”
“Such a method of escape would be far too simple to have been overlooked by the Toorsen-Urgenenn alliance, it’s hardly worth bothering with the trial.”
Gawain shrugged. “True, but you never know. Wizards are arrogant, and none more so than the dark variety. They might have expected the Bolmen to have destroyed all wizardly opponents and not considered the survival of any mystic sticks.”
“Bolmen?”
“Short for boulder-men.”
Allazar sniffed, and continued nibbling at his honey-bar.
“We’ll let the heat of the day fade a bit, I think. Then you and I can nip down there on horseback and see how close we get before the Bigrockak shows any interest.”
“I refuse to be lured into another round of this childish name-game, Longsword, just as I feel sure the Giraknid will refuse to be lured away from the gorge.”
“Too late. Reef already declared the winner. Eat your honey-bar and conserve your strength, we may need to do some nimble horse-dancing later on.”
“Giraknid is much better,” Allazar mumbled under his breath.
 
Clouds were beginning to billow from the south in the early evening when Gawain and Reef helped Allazar into the saddle. When the wizard was seated comfortably and resting the Dymendin on his boot through the stirrup, Gawain leapt up onto Gwyn’s back and ambled slowly down the slope to the crater floor. They were in no hurry.
“Don’t shoot at it with the stick,” Gawain announced when the two of them reached level ground, watched by their four comrades back at the campsite in the tree line.
“I don’t intend to, Longsword.”
“Consider it a command, Allazar. I don’t want you dashing in and having at the creature’s legs. I really don’t think either of us would escape the shards of its aquamire explosion should you succeed. Besides, if the rock-crystal reflects the fire or feeds the monster, there’s no telling what harm might result from an attack.”
“I shall endeavour to temper my natural inclination to charge one-leggedly towards an immense rock-monster armed only with my stick. But I can’t promise anything.”
Gawain grinned. “I don’t think we’ve been in such a parlous situation before, Allazar. Credit where it’s due, the bastards made a good trap.”
“They did. It rather makes me wonder what awaits us closer to the tower, if this is but their first line of defence, and it more than three centuries old.”
“We can worry about that on our way back to the lying signpost that led us here. That thing yonder is now our main concern.”
“Indeed.”
“My arms tingled when it began to awaken. I think you were correct, my striking at the Shadow with the sword has somehow made the skin on my hands and arms sensitive to this breed of dark wizardry. I’ll have to pay more attention to it once we’re out of this crater, it could be a useful side-effect of the wounds inflicted upon me at Calhaneth.”
“The circles and the sword working together to spare you the fate which befell so many others, I agree. Perhaps, though, in time, the effect will fade.”
“With luck, in time, it won’t be needed at all. When my hands and arms turned crimson and I felt the creeping numbness advancing, I thought my end had come, and I’d leave nothing but mould on the forest floor to mark my passing. When that end came not, I feared I’d never be able to feel the soft warmth of Elayeen in my arms again. Happy was I when that dread, cold numbness passed.”
“And happy will I be when all of us have passed through that gorge and are safely on our way once more. The beast looked foul enough from a distance, moving closer is not making the sight any less unpleasant.”
“Do you really fear for the crater, when we destroy the pillar?”
“In truth, concern would be a better word. I did not have the chance to examine the southern pillar, nor the one in Mornland, and no-one who saw it on the summit of that hill can remember anything useful concerning the engravings. Perhaps I am being overcautious, Longsword, but you have your intuitions, and I have mine. It is indeed possible that opening the wrong glyph might unleash the power of the geyser.”
“And that might be preferable to a long and miserable death in this trap if we can’t draw the gatekeeper from the gate. Come, let’s get this over with. You’re sure you can stay in the saddle if we have to gallop clear away?”
“I am sure.”
“Good.”
And with that, Gwyn stepped out, Allazar’s horse following where she led. Fifty yards from the crab they slowed to a halt, and the wizard gazed at it with a mixture of awe and fear.
“The twisted minds of dark wizards,” he muttered, “Would that they could bend themselves to the greater good, what wonders might they create in place of such unnatural monsters as this?”
“Perhaps wonders like the Orb of Arristanas, or the Wheels of Thal-Marrahan.”
“Yes, perhaps…”
“A little closer I think. Slowly though, remember the lag those Bolmen suffered.”
“Yes, the Roken Delay, or so I shall describe it.”
“You should leave lump-fishing for another day, wizard, and concentrate instead on the crustacean before us.”
“I never did enjoy shellfish at Brock’s court. I always thought the distances involved between seaside and dinner-plate made them somehow… unappealing.”
“That one’s even older than any oyster dredged from its bed off Port Yarris. But it’s still rather fresh, so be ready to run if it attacks.”
When they paused at forty yards, Gawain frowned, and held out his left arm.
“Yes,” Allazar announced softly, “My staff too feels a vibration. But the creature hasn’t moved…”
“The delay,” Gawain announced, and Gwyn turned sharply to the right to stand sideways on, Allazar’s horse following immediately.
Amid puffs of dust and the graunching of rock joints, the crab’s claws rose, and then its carapace shifted upward. Its eyes, though, remained deep within their sockets.
“Well, now we know,” Gawain declared, “Its range for wizards is further than for men and dwarves.”
“Yet it moves not, other than to stand poised and watchful.”
“As do we.”
“Shall we advance?”
“No, not yet. Wait a little longer.”
Wait they did, the horses feeling the tension but remaining stationary, though wide-eyed.
“Allazar,” Gawain asked suddenly, “Can you loose one of those candles of yours at it from here?”
“Of course, though as you know, Aaron’s Candle is quite harmless.”
“True, but it’s made of the same stuff as Aemon’s Light, isn’t it?”
“There is something of a relationship, yes. Do you hope that it will simulate Aemon’s Fire?”
Gawain shrugged. “I’m hoping it might prod the bastard into action and thus leave the gate unguarded, but what you said would also be good.”
Allazar pointed the staff, and mumbled, and a familiar ball of brilliant white light shot forward to burst full in the face of the creature. At once, the rock-crystals on its back shimmered and sparkled, and then like Allazar’s Candle itself, burst into a dazzling white light which threw long, sharp shadows towards the lake behind them. Even with his eyes screwed shut Gawain could still see an image of the gorge and the immense creature before it.
When the Candle finally guttered and winked out, so too did the light from the monster’s carapace.
“It reflects and amplifies!” Allazar gasped, rubbing his eyes. “Oh Longsword, the design is incredible, it reflects and amplifies the energies sent towards it!”
“Wonderful. Best not loose a lightning tree upon it then, eh?”
“No indeed!”
“And it hasn’t moved an inch.”
“Dare we risk moving closer?”
“We must, if we’re to know what kind of lure you make.”
“Very well.”
“A yard or three. Ready?”
“Yes.”
Gwyn, still side-on to the threat, danced daintily and high-kneed towards the monster. Allazar’s horse was a little clumsier but clearly understood its rider’s intentions, and followed suit.
The giant claw opened and closed, as if flexing in anticipation of its first use. The smaller waved, almost as though beckoning them closer. It was an invitation Gawain was not anxious to accept. They waited, king and wizard, motionless for a full count of fifteen, and received no immediate threat beyond the flexing of the claw. Gwyn advanced again, clearly not relishing the approach towards a creature far beyond anything she had ever experienced. Allazar’s horse, bound by some equine loyalty to Gwyn, bobbed her head and squealed, wide-eyed, but followed.
At about thirty yards from the giant, its rear legs lifted its back end higher, and the eyeballs slid forward to the front of their sockets. Rock-crystal glistened and sparkled, and the skin on Gawain’s arms began to crawl. His scream of ‘Run!’ mingled with Allazar’s, and at once the horses bolted, heading straight for the northern slope they were already facing.
Behind them, the rock-crystals shimmered as waves and pulses of energies built and rose to a crescendo, the creature lowered its claws, and bursts of what looked like brown lightning arced and sparked, becoming streamers which danced on the ground and in the air. Had they remained where they were, those streamers would have struck them, of that both were certain, but then they were charging up the slope and into the safety of the trees.
Back at the camp, it was Valin who helped Allazar down to the ground, while Reef stood quietly to one side, his arms folded, foot tapping.
“Saw you chuck a big white rock at that Bigrockak, Serre wizard,” Reef announced sternly. “Saw it plain as day from over here.”
Allazar gaped.
“Shame he’s not as bright as the rocks he chucks,” Gawain smiled, and heaved the saddle from Gwyn’s back.
“I was obeying my king’s orders!” the wizard protested.
“Now where have we heard that one before, eh lads?” Reef’s eyes narrowed, and then he turned his back before his expression collapsed and he joined in with the laughter around him.
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29. Cheat
 
The following morning, nothing had changed in the crater. The gatekeeper had lapsed into dormancy again, blocking the exit as usual. Birds splashed and chirped while they bathed at the water’s edge, and the six victims of the trap pondered the distant pillar down on the crater floor by the lake.
“The symbol struck by Rickerd of Fourfields was perhaps four feet up from the base of the column,” Valin said quietly. “If that is of any help.”
“In the centre, or at the edge?” Allazar frowned.
“Nearer the edge, to the left of the position we held.”
“Where were you all standing, in what direction was the pillar when you were facing it?” the wizard urged. “It may be very important, Valin.”
The elf closed his eyes and cocked his head a little, remembering. Long moments passed, the others sitting quietly, not daring to speak. Allazar had already spoken of catastrophe several times since dawn broke and they all needed Valin to be sure when eventually he did answer.
Then he opened his eyes. “We were to the southeast of the column.”
“Are you certain? Valin, are you sure?” Allazar demanded, his face a picture of deep concern. “It could mean the difference between safely discharging the energies of the stones in the monolith, or bursting the very ground beneath our feet.”
“I am certain. MiThalin Elayeen shot an arrow at the illusion of the tree created by the pillar. The arrow sped away to the northwest.”
“Then we must likewise position ourselves for the best chance of success.”
“That’ll put us either very close to the pillar, or in the lake,” Gawain nodded towards the south-eastern quadrant of the crater.
“Not necessarily,” Allazar declared, “Knowing the direction from which to strike, and where on the pillar to attack, should reveal to me the precise symbols of constraint which need to be amended. There were two strikes, were there not, Valin?”
“Yes. The first blow revealed the pillar to ordinary eyes and broke the illusion. It was the second blow, struck exactly in the centre of the pillar, which unleashed streamers of black lightning and rendered the stones inert.”
“Come then,” Allazar heaved himself painfully to his feet. “Let us take a look at the graven panels on the south-eastern quarter of the monolith, and see if I can identify the one symbol which must be broken.”
Gawain sighed, climbing to his feet and slipping his lump of frak back into a pocket. “We’ll all come with you.”
Silent for the most part, they made their way down the slope from their camp at the tree line. The air had been chilly during the night, and it was cloudy still, though no sign of rain threatened to bring relief from the heat trapped in the rocks around them or to replenish the lake. They moved slowly, Valin assisting Allazar, and Segrit helping his countryman Rochard, who still winced now and then when weight was placed on his hip.
At the pillar, they gathered on the south-eastern side and gazed at the meaningless carvings and intaglios. Between the pillar and the lake, the crumbling remains of the guardstones which had been laid to spring the trap from this side of the crater. Gawain had been correct; if they wished to hurl objects at the column from twenty-five yards as Rickerd had done, the thrower would need to be standing in the lake, and given the sharp funnel-like slope of the basin, probably more than knee-deep in the crystal-clear waters.
“There,” Allazar announced softly. And then he added a disconsolate “Dwarfspit.”
“Dwarfspit what? Where?” Gawain felt his stomach tighten.
“There,” The wizard pointed at the centre of the column. “There are two glyphs for constraint, in adjacent panels. One in the centre of the column, and one to the left of it.”
“Which ones?”
“The one that looks like two letter Ps standing back to back, a symbol similar to Phi in the script of the D’ith, but with a longer stem. And there, the circle in the crook of a stylised letter L.”
“I am certain that Rickerd of Fourfield’s hammer-throw struck dead centre, wizard Allazar. That would be the L and circle.”
“Yes, it would.”
“What does the L part mean?” Gawain asked.
“I don’t know,” came Allazar’s immediate reply.
“Looks a bit like a column, the L,” Reef offered hopefully.
“So does the other one, the two Ps joined at the stem,” Gawain agreed, “A column with more than one energy to be bound, like the crown-stones at the top.”
“Or,” Allazar opined, “The long-stemmed Phi represents the pillar radiating the illusion which deceived all our eyes.”
“Except it’s not broken, and the illusion has gone. What’s in the panel to the left of the Phi?”
“I’m not sure, Longsword. Would that I were. Does it matter?”
Doubts stirred in the pit of Gawain’s stomach. “It might.”
Allazar eased around the pillar a little more to study the panel Gawain was questioning. At length, he sighed, and shook his head.
“It represents a concept, as best I can tell, and contains symbols for movement and power. Beyond that, I cannot say. I’m sorry. This structure is of modern times, and my knowledge is archaic.”
“Give the word, milord,” Segrit declared. “One stroke of the hammer on chisel and whichever symbol you decide is gone.”
“Not gone,” Allazar announced firmly, “Modified. To strike off the glyph in its entirety could have disastrous consequences. Think of it like smashing a jar to get at unknown contents rather than twisting off the lid. No, the symbols for binding or constraint, those enclosed characters, the P or the O, must be opened, not erased.”
“The O is at the centre,” Valin reminded them again. “The same height and position as that which Rickerd of Fourfields struck with his hammer.”
Still, Gawain hesitated, frowning and staring at the stone as if for inspiration. Clouds scudding overhead seemed to make the black stones in the tapered crown of the pillar wink at him, as if the monolith were silently laughing down at them all.
“When the hammer struck, Valin, black lightning burst forth?”
“It did, miThal. Streamers crackling all around the column and striking the ground nearby.”
He nodded his thanks, and closed his eyes. But all he could think of was black fire and his companions waiting for his decision. He opened his eyes again, and eased Allazar back from the column a little, moving the wizard out of his way as he took two strides to his left. They were perhaps five yards from the stone, and his arms tingled, though not painfully.
After studying the panels circling the column, he turned to face them all.
“We’ll strike out the vertical between the two loops of that symbol, the back-to-back P.”
“May I know what insight has brought about this decision, Longsword?”
Gawain shrugged. “It’s not an insight, Allazar, it’s a guess. I have no more idea what these symbols mean than anyone else here. But, before Valin reminds us again that the centre of the pillar at Croptop was struck clean, consider this. At Croptop, the first panel hit by one of Rickerd’s lumps was to the left, and it broke the illusion. Here, there probably isn’t a panel for such an illusion. The illusion died with the guardstones. So then, without a panel for the illusion, everything else moves around. What was in the centre at Croptop, is now slightly to the left here.”
“I could equally say that the symbols for power and movement in the panel to the left of the Phi express the concept of the guardstones. Movement through them stopping the power of the illusion radiated by the Phi in the next panel.”
Gawain blinked. “I could respond by saying that the power and movement related to the creatures bound to the pillars, and that there aren’t two Ps back to back but four, each representing a crown-stone, only we can’t see the other two because they stick in and out of the column edgewise-on.”
Allazar blinked.
“We are guessing, Allazar, both of us. A decision needed to be made, and of course it fell to me to make it. I’ve done so. We’ll strike out the vertical between the loops of the Phi-symbol. Perhaps opening the divide will be like opening the power of the black stones to each other, causing the discharge.”
“Or perhaps catastrophe will ensue.”
“Yes. That too. Segrit, may I borrow your hammer and chisel?”
“You may not, milord!” the dwarf gasped, “If there’s rock to be cut, it’ll be a dwarf as cuts it!”
“Aye!” Rochard agreed with all the firm conviction of the mountains of his homeland.
“Beg pardon, sire,” Reef growled, “Whoever smacks ‘ammer upon chisel here today, it won’t be you.”
Gawain’s frustration grew, edging towards anger. “We cannot hope to repeat the blind luck of Rickerd’s strike at Croptop by hurling rocks, hatchets, or hammers at the stone from within the lake. You’ve all seen how futile that would be, even standing this close to the thing. It must be struck by hammer and chisel, with precision, and I will not stand idly by while one of you risks life and limb upon the venture.”
“Then we’ll all be stood idly by this thing for a long time, sire, because we ain’t allowing the task to fall to you.”
“Then we shall draw lots!” Gawain folded his arms, anger darkening his features.
“Aye very well sire, but it won’t be you who holds ‘em.”
“What exactly are you implying, Rider Reef of Bernside?”
“Not implying anything, sire. Simply telling it like it is. There’s more’n one Rider fell foul of drawing lots with your brother back home, and when his trick was finally discovered it’s said he declared you were always the better at it than he, even though you were the student and he the teacher of it.”
“Trick?” Allazar gaped, “What trick would this be?”
“Oh it’s a good one, Serre wizard, and no mistake. Lots are cut or broken from straws or sticks or whatever’s to hand. All the same length, no short one. Then him who holds the lots allows all others to draw, and they of course all draw long. He then pockets the last lot, declaring himself the winner. Or loser, as case may be. And should anyone challenge and demand to see that last lot, why it comes out the pocket short, where it’s been broken in two in the meantime.”
Allazar wheeled on Gawain. “Then at Calhaneth when lots were drawn and you sealed yourself inside that blockhouse with the Orb waiting for the Shadow’s attack, you did cheat the lots as Reesen suspected! You cheated the draw and put your life at risk!”
“A risk we all shared!” Gawain shouted, anger and frustration venting. “All the kindred and yes, men of Goria too! Who am I to be spared the danger? Who am I to be kept safe at the expense of other men’s lives! I’m not some simpering pissant nobleman in soft and silken dandy-dress prancing and posing in a bricks and mortar manor-house! I am Raheen!”
Gawain fumed, noting his companions and how they all took a pace back from his ire.
“Go!” he commanded. “Back to the campsite. Saddle the horses and stand ready.”
“Sire…”
“Go I said! And you, Reef, be sure to saddle Gwyn well!”
“Aye sire.”
“Longsword…”
“Go! Allazar! It’ll take you long enough to hobble all the way there as it is without wasting time here!”
They left at once, some a little shocked by his outburst, those unfamiliar with his kingly anger, but all obeying without further hesitation. They knew the difference between Gawain’s polite ‘requests,’ and commands which demanded prompt obedience. Allazar especially. Gawain watched them go, Valin assisting the wizard as best he could with his one arm, and Rochard putting a brave face on his own aches and pains.
He hadn’t known Kevyn had been caught cheating the lots. He certainly hadn’t known his brother had proudly declared Gawain the better at it. There were four years between them, they had different circles of friends, and though they shared family and heritage, education and training, they were very different people, and led very different lives. It was Kevyn who was to be king. Kevyn who was sent forth in ritual banishment to the lowlands. It was Gawain who had believed himself safe from the weight of the crown, safe from all but minor responsibilities and duties, safe to enjoy long, lazy summers. Until that day three years ago when Cordell had summoned him to the Great Hall, and he’d been banished, and Kevyn had finally confessed that Gawain had always been the better swordsman…
Thanks, Kev, he thought to the memory of his brother. Now I’ll never be able to cheat the lots again.
Then he snuffed the memories before a familiar sadness could be born much less felt, and turned his gaze from his retreating companions to the pillar before him. A foul thing, made by foul and corrupted whitebeards. An artefact which should never have been allowed to come into being, much less to stand for three centuries, armed and dangerous and waiting for victims to come. An altar to the corruption of the Toorsencreed. A Toorseneth in miniature.
Elayeen had forbidden him ever to set foot in Elvendere. But he was Raheen. For now, this tower would have to do. Next, the tower of Urgenenn, if such a thing still indeed existed. After that, well… he was Raheen. Having one mortal enemy always beyond his reach was one too many to escape his vengeance.
His companions had reached the foot of the slope and had begun making their way up to the tree line. It was slow going, thanks to the two wounded in their number. Gawain stepped closer to the pillar, noting no difference in the hairs standing erect on his arms. A glance to the west showed the Gra sleeping in its usual place. He smiled grimly. Sweet dreams, you dark-made bastard, he thought. You’re in for a rude awakening one way or the other.
Away to his right, another flock of small birds fluttered to the lakeside to begin their noisy bathing. He briefly envied them their wings, but knew that his own legs would have to suffice to get him out of danger here, assuming Allazar’s intuition wasn’t correct and the entire crater didn’t burst asunder the moment he struck the pillar.
Up on the slope, they’d reached the campsite and had begun saddling the horses. Except Allazar of course, who stood propped on his staff gazing back at him. The wizard raised a tentative hand, doubtless wondering why Gawain was still studying the pillar. Segrit and Rochard still had their hammers and chisels with them, after all.
But Gawain smiled again, that same cruel, thin-lipped smile he’d worn out of the Morrentill. He moved even closer to the pillar and further around, so that he was almost standing on the crumbling remains of the guardstone laid at the foot of the column on its south side. He glanced down at it, still able to make out symbols on its surface. Rain and wind would eventually wash it away like soft chalk in time, assuming no other catastrophe or upheaval wrought such ruin upon it.
But then a horse nickered, a well-loved and instantly recognisable sound. Gwyn, on the slopes. Reef had saddled her first and she was watching him, head bobbing, feeling the conflicting emotions bubbling within him and offering her steadfast support, as always.
He drew the longsword, slowly, feeling it humming as well as hearing it, louder as more of the steel slid from the scabbard on his back. He held it, two-handed, the blade vertical, runes just visible beneath the stains of strange aquamire. Then he extended his left leg, crouched a little, and fixed his gaze upon the centre of the symbol Allazar had called a long-stemmed Phi. Hammer and chisel weren’t the only tools capable of cutting the slender, vertical finger of stone which held the two loops of the Ps apart.
“Longsword!” Allazar’s horrified scream drifted across the crater, silencing the birds splashing in the shallows. Silencing everything.
“Vex,” Gawain whispered, hearing his own heart pounding, and swung the immense blade.
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30. Huzzah
 
A jolt of something shot through Gawain’s arms faster than the shock of the sword’s impact with solid rock, but both combined to rattle his teeth and sent a painful shockwave through his spine and into the base of his skull. For a brief, frozen moment of time, nothing happened. The blade was firmly wedged in the stone, precisely where he had aimed. Birds sat frozen in the shallows of the lake where Allazar’s scream had silenced them. Clouds dimmed the dark malevolent glow of the black stones above him, and the world, it seemed, held its breath.
Then pain started shooting the through his hands, his grip on the sword’s hilt tightening convulsively, and he realised with horror as a dark grey-black stain began spreading up the blade that the ancient steel was now all that was holding apart the two loops of the symbol whose vertical he’d cleaved. He also knew what would happen when he removed the barrier.
But pain was growing, the sword was now beginning to crackle instead of quietly humming, and gritting his teeth and bracing, he yanked the blade from the pillar and commenced to sprinting west, towards the distant Gra and the gorge. He’d only gone three paces, arms and legs pumping, still clutching the sword in a fierce grip, when the ripping sounds of black fire began shredding the air behind him.
At once, he flipped the sword over his shoulder as if sheathing it, but didn’t do so, simply holding the steel there in the hope that it would serve to draw any fire arcing in his direction. He succeeded, he realised, when he felt suddenly weightless, moving quicker than he had been moments before, legs still flailing but boots pounding on nothing more substantial than thin air, and again, for a moment, he envied birds their wings. Then the hard bare rock of the crater floor beside the lake was rushing towards him and the brief exhilaration of unexpected flight turned to the depressing anticipation of a hard and painful impact.
It wasn’t long coming, but Gawain managed to keep hold of the sword. He rolled onto his back, winded, trying to suck in air which wouldn’t oblige, and saw the arcing, sparking, crackling horror of black fire winding itself like a wreath around the pillar, streamers snapping this way and that, searing the ground where it struck no more than a handful of inches from his boots.
He pushed himself back, using his legs to try to thrust himself along on the sled of the Pellarnian scabbard on his back, holding out the sword in the hope of conducting away any fire which might fly his way. He was, he knew, grinning like a madman, gasping for breath but completely at the mercy of the thrill of terror and the discharging of incredible power. And that was when he heard a rushing noise, like a waterfall, rising, and then a gurgling, which erased all thrill, all awe at the spectacle before him, leaving him horrified at the sight of the maelstrom that had been the placid lake not two feet to his right.
He rolled again, pushing himself to his knees and began sprinting again, feeling a sharp pain in his right calf but ignoring it, ignoring the burning of his lungs as he lunged for the distant slope and the tree line. The immense swirling, gurgling and choking sounds from the lake behind him were rising to a crescendo, and he knew that he wasn’t going to make the foot of the slope, much less the trees.
And then Gwyn was there, screaming, and he saw his left hand reaching for her mane as she skittered, wide-eyed, in front of him. He felt the rough and familiar blonde hair clenched in his fist, and leapt, swinging his legs, raising the sword high in his right hand as he made the leap, and she was off, hooves thundering on bare rock. He barely managed to grip with his knees in time before Gwyn was flying, swinging around towards the slope, putting more distance between them the lake.
Another silence, brief, followed the last gurgling gulp in the bowels of the funnelled basin, and then came the tremendous whistling and bursting of the geyser’s eruption.
Gawain didn’t care. Gwyn had made the tree line and was slowing to a halt quickly, jinking this way and that to avoid rocky outcrops, and then she was still, and breathing hard. He let the sword drop then, leaning forward over his horse-friend’s neck, sucking in great gulps of air, hearing her heart pounding in time with his own, breathing in the long-familiar scent of a companion ever faithful, ever steadfast, while clouds of steam drifted on the breezes.
 
“You’re lucky it’s just your boot and a patch of skin that’s burnt or singed,” Allazar grumbled while Gawain twisted his leg around to daub silvertree ointment on yet another wound. “It could have been your head!”
“Blah blah blah,” Gawain sighed. “You’re simply miffed because I guessed correctly. Behold, the pillar is extinct and awaiting demolition. The lake is calm and refilled, and the Gra awake and confused and hopefully soon to commence wandering aimlessly and safely.”
“If I am miffed at all, your Majesty, it is because you deceived us yet again, and put your life needlessly in harm’s way, again.”
“Deceived you how, exactly?”
“When you ordered us away from the pillar.”
“That was no deception, that was a kingly command. Like, ‘hand me my boot’ or ‘fetch me water.’”
“The deception was in permitting us to believe you were simply studying the pillar while allowing your anger to subside, and you all the while knowing full well that you intended to strike that foul obelisk with your sword once we were out of danger.”
“Actually, hand me my boot and fetch me water were commands, clodwit.”
“Ah. Apologies.”
Gawain took the boot, staring only briefly at the small hole and larger blackened scorch-mark upon it, and then thrust his foot into it. The burn stang, as burns do, but the unguents were working to numb the pain and ease the discomfort. The water took a little longer to be delivered, but was welcome when it finally arrived.
“It was foolish,” Allazar mumbled, “And unkingly, like your cheating with the lots at Calhaneth.”
“Bah. You need to understand that anything a king does is in fact kingly. It’s what the adjective means, after all.”
“I don’t suppose it occurred to you that you might have broken your sword. A sword which, as your First Wizard I am obliged to point out, is now more than just your weapon or a symbol of Raheen, but is also your unborn son’s heritage. Did you not even think of him?”
“In truth? No, I didn’t. It’s not easy thinking of something unborn as a ‘him’ at all, quite frankly. Besides, if I allowed fears for a ‘him’ to cloud my judgement and colour my every decision, we’d still all be sat in Last Ridings and the Graken free to strike wherever its master wills it. The fact that it still is at liberty so to strike is why getting out of here demands we take certain risks.”
“And when do you propose allowing us to take risks for a change?” Allazar complained.
Gawain leaned over and slapped the wizard on the back of the head. “Thank you for your concern. And the lump, in case you are wondering, was for your unwizardly behaviour at the pillar. Has it stopped sparking yet, Valin?”
“It has, miThal. There is little now for my eldeneyes to see.”
“Good, thank you. Now, friends from Threlland, perhaps you would oblige me by riding down there and putting out those four black eyes once and for all. And should you feel the urge to smash up some more of the rock, by all means fill your boots. But beware the geyser, don’t disturb the ground by the lakeside too much.”
“Aye, milord!” Segrit announced, perhaps a little more enthusiastically than was necessary as he and Rochard climbed into their saddles.
Gawain got the distinct impression that the two dwarves regretted their refusal to part with hammer and chisel earlier.
“Has the Gra moved, Valin?”
Allazar gave a small sigh and shook his head sadly.
“A few faltering steps, miThal, to each side and back, and a few of its long paces forward. It lurks like a spider though, always close to the mouth of the gorge.”
“Well, at least it’s moved. That’s something. Perhaps the mystic leash which bound it is now no more. Your thoughts, Allazar?”
“The Gigronid is still every inch the threat it was, Longsword. I do not think it will easily be lured from the ground it was made to defend. And if you’re wondering, it is short for Gigantic Rock Aknid, and I don’t care what Serre Reef has to say on the matter, that is what is going into my appendices.”
Gawain chuckled happily and wiped dried blood from his face in the reflection of his boot knife, the blood the result of a nose-bleed inflicted by the crater floor.
“I’ll grant you Gigronid if you’ll promise to revisit the awful ‘Roken’ for those other creatures. You know, the crab didn’t like you at all. Perhaps you’re a better lure than you think.”
“And your plan is therefore to begin again horse-dancing, in the hope of luring the gatekeeper away from the gate.”
“Yes. Unless you have any more mystic weapons up your sleeve which might avail us?”
“None that I can think of. The manner in which it reflected and amplified the energies of the Candle I launched lends me to believe that loosing white fire upon it would result in my own incineration. The crystals on its back are able somehow to gather energies and use them in addition to whatever store of false aquamire it contains. Perhaps it even draws energy from sunlight, as did the Orb of Arristanas, using those rock-crystals.”
“D’you think shattering them would be of use? Can’t you employ that Surge of Barradin against it to break them off?”
“Baramenn’s Surge? No, no I do not think the Surge would have the range to do damage to the crystals on the carapace, not unless I were up there standing on it. The range of the surge is limited, its power disperses quickly.”
“Then we’re doomed to rely on horse-dancing, unless Valin or Reef have any ideas?”
Valin gave a slight shake of the head, his gaze fixed through the trees towards the Gra while the sound of hammers pounding chisels echoed around the crater’s rim.
“We’ve got a hatchet for chopping firewood, sire. Given enough time we might fashion a crude catapult, or a makeshift grappinbow with which to hurl boulders at the beast.”
“Or even fashion a staircase to ride up out and over the rim?”
“Indeed, sire.”
“If we had more dwarves we could simply dig through the east rim and make an exit to mock the illusion which drew us in.”
Allazar sighed again. “I had thought your humour an individual and kingly trait peculiar to yourself, Longsword. I now see it may be something more of a national characteristic common to men of Raheen.”
Gawain shrugged. “We are happy, Allazar. Or rather, happier. And a little relieved. We’ve survived to see the noonday sunshine of another day, a foul object of immense power has been destroyed, and only one threat now stands in the way of our progress to towards the destruction of the tower.”
“Huzzah,” Reef muttered quietly.
“There, you see?”
“You understand, of course, that our lady will doubtless demand an account of all that happened on our quest for the tower, and that I, as First Wizard, am bound to obey her commands and provide a full and detailed description of events. I am certain that Ranger Valin will likewise respond to any demands upon his duty.”
“Not huzzah,” Reef muttered even more quietly.
Gawain was staring at the wizard and searching for an appropriate reply when the ground beneath them seemed to give a slight jolt, and moments later, a large bubble broke on the surface of the lake. It felt as though immense creature far below them had belched.
At once, they stood, and hurried to the tree line. Ripples spread and reflected back and forth across the lake, and the two dwarves abandoned their work and were galloping towards them. The pillar had the appearance of a tree attacked by an energetic beaver which had eaten around its middle, the tall and slender column now more like a narrow-waisted apple-core. Of the four black eyes once set in its tapered crown, there was no sign. To their right, the crab rose up high on its legs, eye-stalks extended, claws waving as if to feel for the direction of the breezes.
Another subterranean belch, and another bubble burst through the surface at the centre of the lake. There was sulphur on the air, and it did not bode well. There was a sharp crack! and slowly, the top of the pillar began to topple.
“Oh,” Gawain managed. “Dwarfspit…”
The top of the pillar fell with a heavy thump which was heard shortly after they saw the dust of its impact. Then it began rolling, ponderously, towards the lake.
“Oh you vakin Dwarfspit!” Gawain gasped. “Quickly! Ride! We must draw the crab away now!”
“Longsword!” Allazar cried, but Gawain was already in the saddle and Gwyn trotting down the slope.
A quick glance to the left showed the top half of the pillar half in and half out of the water, laying at an angle which seemed, for now at least, to have halted its progress down the funnel and into the depths.
Behind him, hooves clattered on rock and he threw a glance over his shoulder. The two dwarves had the packhorses in tow, Valin rode beside the wizard, and Reef was thundering up their right flank towards him.
Ahead, the Gra, wide awake, had seen the large shapes charging towards it, and had felt the trembling of the rock beneath its feet. It moved, and feeling no force opposing it, no dark energy nudging it back into the mouth of the gorge, it began to advance.
Again the deep dark broke wind, and another roiling bubble burst the lake’s surface, and this time together with billowing steam they saw a muddy yellow-brown vapour which looked distinctly unpleasant.
“Take them ‘round! Take them ‘round! Right flank right flank!” Gawain shouted to Reef, and received a shout of acknowledgement.
Gawain strung an arrow and nudged Gwyn faster, hearing Reef screaming orders to the rest to wheel around to the right. “Hai Gwyn! On!” he cried, and stood a little in the stirrups, feeling the wind of the charge rising, drawing back his arm for the throw.
The Gra, one eye fixed upon Gawain and Gwyn, the other following the larger group now some fifty yards further to the north, scuttled diagonally across the crater floor, trying to place itself equidistant between the two.
Gawain hurled the arrow, tracking its flight while stringing a second and easing Gwyn into an arc, wheeling south, hoping to lure the creature further out. He hurled his second arrow, and saw it strike its mark, the beast’s left eye-stalk, the one which was tracking his companions and the packhorses.
The Gra remembered the sharp, stinging pain, and instantly retracted that eye, and instantly lost sight of the group. But the one to its right, it saw, and also remembered, and at once, and with impressive speed which belied its tortuously slow progress through the trees to the gorge when the trap had been sprung, changed direction, scuttling first sideways towards the south, and then forward, swinging the large claw up, intent upon Gwyn.
Gwyn felt Gawain’s fear and intentions and jinked further away, hooves clattering and in danger of losing traction on the bare rock of the crater floor. The claw whooshed alarmingly through thin air, and Gawain would later swear he felt the draft from it even though it passed Gwyn’s right hindquarters at least twelve harmless feet away.
He urged Gwyn on towards the trees, then eased her back, desperate to keep the Gra interested only in him. Again the ground shook, and again another immense bubble burst, and this time, the waters of the lake churned, and began emitting great gurgling, gulping sounds as water rushed in to fill the voids left by the massive bubbles of gas belching at an increasing rate.
Another loud and rocky scuttling and Gwyn was charging away once again, hooves skittering at the foot of the south-western slopes. Another swish of that immense and terrifying claw, and Gawain began to feel real fear as it swept an arc through the air where moments before he and Gwyn had been.
A concussion then, a high-pitched cracking, piercing concussion, and the Gra lurched, its left rear side going down and the right front with the heavy claw rearing up, as if the creature were in agony. There was another huge eruption of reeking brown gas from the lake, blowing water skyward, and then high overhead, the brilliant light of Aaron’s Candle burst in the cloud-mottled sky.
Gawain turned Gwyn, gave her her head, and they charged fifteen yards from the flat rock face of the Gra, heading north, following the distant black and grimy uniform of Allazar and his glowing white Dymendin. Gawain hurled a parting arrow, saw and heard it smack into the Gra’s extended right eye-stalk, the creature retracting the orb at once and losing sight of its tormentor while the rock-crystals on its back shimmered with reflected and amplified light from the Candle hovering high above it.
Around, past the remains of a shattered rock-Aknid leg, blown away at the second joint and already emitting a plume of purple smoke, the stump at the back of the creature’s carapace waving and likewise fuming. Behind him, as Gwyn turned and charged down the wash behind Allazar’s horse and into the gorge, a tremendous ripping sound as gas, mud, steam and water blasted from the geyser, the ground rumbling and the rock walls either side of them shedding dust and larger stones.
They were out of the trap, galloping as fast as horses dared along the zigzagging gorge, speed hindered by the laden packhorses led by the dwarves. Larger rocks began to fall, and then a tremendous concussion rent the air, the shockwave sending a blast of wind whistling the length of the gorge. A steady roaring, and a stink of sulphurous gases, but then the open valley at the exit from the gorge was before them, good green grass and a broad U of soft earth stretching away to the west, the direction they’d come from, the way pointed by a treacherous signpost a full week earlier.
Gawain kept them moving, slowing the pace but not stopping for at least an hour, all of them casting glances over their shoulders at the high-rimmed crater, and the filthy smoke rising high into the sky above it.
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31. Lessons
 
Two days later they made night-camp at the fork in the pass where the treacherous signpost pointed east and back towards the trap. Men and horses both were grateful for the relative spaciousness of the area compared to the confines of the crater, their last sight of which showed it still smoking far in the distance a day after its eruption.
“What’s the date, Allazar?” Gawain asked, standing by his bedroll and counting knots in a string.
“It is the evening of the thirtieth day of June, Longsword. Is it important?”
“Not really. Except that we’ve lost nine days thanks to the diversion caused by that miserable and childishly simple ruse. In the morning I want you to destroy that marker-stone utterly, and carve a new one into the rock which can’t be so easily changed.”
“Very well, though if we are successful, such directions will never be necessary again.”
Gawain shrugged, satisfied with his knotted calendar, and went back to laying out his bedroll. “We don’t know that the Gra was destroyed. I know its leg was smoking when I thundered past it trying to catch up with you, but it had seven more of them and who’s to say the damage was deep enough?”
Allazar shrugged by way of a reply.
“It’s too big to get out of the crater, sire,” Reef offered cheerfully, “And with that mucky brown stink spewing out of the hole we left behind, I doubt anyone would be daft enough to venture up the gorge. For my part, I hope the monstrosity lives long and dies slow and ‘orrible.”
“Yes, well, I suppose you’re right. But we’re expecting half a dozen Kindred Rangers to join us once the call we sent via Brock has been answered, and I don’t want them wasting more than a week going the wrong way. So, mark the wall in the morning, Allazar. And I still say it was the top of the pillar rolling in that caused the destruction of the geyser, not my striking of the symbol upon it.”
“Yet the ground began shaking and the gas began bubbling before the top of the pillar broke and began rolling towards the lake. You cannot deny that, Longsword.”
“Pure coincidence. The geyser may well have been due for a powerful eruption, but the top of the column plugged some vital subterranean orifice, causing the subsequent devastation.”
“Eloquently argued, though I believe those words are the very same polite lies I offered to you in consolation yesterday.”
“I was trying to be kind. I could’ve just said ‘I’m the king and I’m right’ but doubtless you’d have sulked all the way home if I had.”
“Yes, you could, and yes, I probably would. Especially since you in your kingly wisdom elected to strike the long-stemmed Phi on the grounds that you believed its adjacent glyph, the L with circle in the crook, represented the constraining of the geyser in the lake.”
Gawain sniffed. “I might’ve. What’s your point?”
“Well then, if as you believed then the L-binding did indeed constrain the energies of the geyser, discharging the energies of the pillar itself removed all mystic power from that binding, unleashing the geyser as well as the lake. Though I do of course concede that my wizardly logic is ever inferior to the kingly variety.”
Gawain clenched his jaw, eyes narrowed, his lips twitching with the effort of trying not to smile and thus concede defeat. The sight was too much for Reef though, and his chuckling triggered a bark of laughter from Gawain.
“I poop on your wizardly logic and draw your attention to my warning back on the plains when you became responsible for navigation. I believe what I said was, We’ll also be blaming you for anything untoward that might happen from now on, too. I’m officially declaring the nine lost days and the crater trap something untoward.”
“A wizard’s lot is never a happy one, and mine has been somewhat miserable of late. Alas I fear the western fork before us holds perils in excess of those we encountered at the end of the eastern way.”
“Oh well that’s dampened our mood nicely, Serre wizard, and no mistake,” Reef grumbled, sitting with a groan on his blankets and fishing in a saddle-bag for food.
“What d’you expect, Reef?” Gawain grinned disarmingly. “He’s a wizard, not a court jester here for our entertainment. Dampening moods is one of the first things they learn in the Hallencloister.”
“No, actually come to think of it, I believe the first thing I was taught on my first day was how to eat with a knife and fork, like a civilised person. Much good that lesson’s been of late.”
“Civilisation is over-rated,” Gawain sighed, popping a slice of frak into his mouth. “Iff ah miwwah...”
“Easy for you to say,” Allazar mumbled.
Gawain held up a finger, chewing rapidly, and then swallowed. “Civilisation’s a mirror waiting to be broken. We hold it up to show ourselves how wonderful we are, when really what we want to do is smash it over someone else’s head.”
“I doubt Master Arramin would agree, Longsword.”
“On the contrary, I expect he’d be the first to agree, given his knowledge of all the civilisations which have gone before ours, and how they ended. Look at Calhaneth. Look at how quickly the Ramoth infiltrated these lowlands with nothing more than party tricks and impossible promises. Look at how sixteen years of peace and civilisation left the door open for Morloch to stroll in. Eat with knives and forks by all means, but don’t forget how to use your fingers or how to kill for food.”
“Is this another of the lessons your Captain Hass taught you?”
“No. In truth, he was a very civilised fellow, and dining with him was always a pleasure. But rest assured, the hands that deftly wielded cutlery and the most delicate of wine glasses also wielded sword, lance and arrow and butchered men for peace and animals for table both.”
“And having dampened our moods, now they’re being drowned,” Reef muttered disconsolately.
Gawain smiled cheerfully. “Not at all. But we need to remain grounded in reality here. Allazar’s right, the danger we faced in the trap was extreme, but it was a diversion. If the enemy invested that much effort in a trap set far from their hearth, we might reasonably expect sterner opposition closer to it. So. Let’s rest well, and take that western path in the morning with our eyes wide open.”
“Aye sire.”
“How is the knee, Allazar?”
“Stronger, thank you, and better for the rest it’s had since leaving the crater.”
“Rochard?”
“I am well, milord. The bruising is now a dull ache, it needs no attention.”
“Good. Reef, first watch, if you please. Valin, no watch for you tonight. We’ll wake you only if needed.”
“MiThal, you have given the same order each night since we escaped the trap.”
“I know. Don’t complain, there may come a time shortly when none of us get any sleep at all, and I’d have you well rested and alert when such a time arrives.”
“Isst, miThal.”
 
Sunrise found them all except Allazar in the saddle and facing down the glacial valley which, as far as they could see, led to the southwest. At the buttress wall of the fork, the wizard still feeling his knee and limping a little, studied the block of rock which had misled them. The H and its duplicitous arrow glared down at them all from the ledge thirty feet above the wizard’s head as if aware of its impending fate. Allazar, using his staff as a walking-pole, moved a little to the right of the marker-stone, then held the staff outstretched.
They watched as a familiar shimmering bubble formed in the air around the staff, then as it rushed up towards the block of stone. There was a puff of dust, swept away towards the eastern valley, and the block lifted, rolled, teetered on the brink, and then tumbled from the ledge to ground. It struck a boulder, cracked in two, and lay there.
But Allazar wasn’t finished with it. He limped closer, to within ten feet of the remains, and raised the staff again. Another Surge, and pieces of the block shattered against the buttress wall and were scattered among the debris of rock-fall at the foot of the cliff. Reef chuckled approvingly when the saw Allazar’s head give a violent nod, his lips moving while he added a wizardly insult to the wizardly injury their former tormentor had well and truly suffered.
Further around the buttress his job of work appeared just as easy but was no less alarming a demonstration of the power Allazar was able to wield through the immensely old Dymendin staff. From twenty feet away, he loosed three gouts of white fire, and though it was done in no time, when the echoing sounds of his outpouring faded and eyes were blinked clear, a very large and very obvious arrow pointed the way down the valley.
“Let’s see ‘em turn that one upside-down,” Reef grinned.
The wizard needed no help to step up into the saddle, another welcome sign concerning the healing of his knee which Gawain appreciated, and then they began moving slowly down the western way, watchfully, cautiously, and maintaining a steady pace.
After perhaps half a mile it became apparent that the valley was slowly arcing around to the west, and another mile after that a glance over a shoulder revealed that the curve in the valley now hid the entrance at the fork from view. That was when Valin called a halt, and advised Gawain that two dark holes or disks lay on the ground some three hundred yards ahead.
“Guardstones,” Allazar grimaced. “Doubtless to give warning should their trick with the sign fail.”
“Can you disable them?”
“Yes, if they are of the kind known to the elders and not modified beyond recognition by our more modern enemy. Perhaps if Ranger Valin will lead me to them…”
“We’ll all advance. On foot too, except for you, Allazar. Try to remember that not all traps are mystic. Some are as simple as a covered hole in the ground which neither Valin’s eldeneyes nor your bloodshot rheumy ones with their cataracts would see.”
“My vision and my eyes are perfectly sound, Longsword, they are neither bloodshot nor do they suffer from cataracts.”
Gawain completely ignored the protests, dismounting and walking forward a few paces.
“Segrit, Rochard, a little further forward if you please. This is territory better suited to Sarek’s Rangers, you two should be able to spot anything out of place far more easily than any of us.”
“Aye, milord,” Segrit acknowledged
“Hold about twenty yards from the guardstones. Valin, please go with them and call a halt accordingly.”
“MiThal.”
They waited, watching while the dwarves and the elf scouted ahead, giving them a lead of a good fifteen yards before following with the horses.
“Reef, keep hold of the packhorses, would you? I don’t want a repeat of the disaster at the crater.”
“Aye sire.”
“Strange rocks,” Gawain said softly, nodding at the boulders dotted along the valley floor.
“Met Corax spoke of such things before we left,” Allazar replied quietly. “He told me that deep U-shaped valleys such as this were carved by ice long ago, and such icy flows carried large boulders within, dumping them out when the glaciers melted.”
“You think them natural, then?”
“You think them otherwise, Longsword?”
“After what we encountered at the crater I wouldn’t be at all surprised if those boulders commenced to wriggling towards us to avenge those rocky brethren of theirs we tossed into a crevasse.”
“They’ve been here a long time,” Allazar almost whispered, deep in thought, “You can see how the grasses have grown up around their base, and lichens stain their surface.”
“So had the creatures in the crater,” Gawain remarked suspiciously as they passed a smooth near-round boulder off to their right. The wizard’s observations in respect of the grasses and lichens held no comfort at all.
No traps of the common kind had been discovered when Valin called a halt from the van, and when Allazar had dismounted the elf pointed first to the left and then to the right sides of the valley floor. Nothing of course could be seen by ordinary eyes, and the leftmost being the closer, Gawain, Allazar and Valin moved slowly towards it, the others watching and waiting quietly.
The valley was broad, the slopes dotted with shrubs, bushes, and the occasional goat. But the walls were steep and no trees grew there, soil deeper and richer the closer to the valley floor. The horses wouldn’t starve, Gawain noted, but it seemed strange that so few larger animals had been seen. Given the grasses and shrubs, there should be many more goats than there were, surely? He made a mental note to ask the dwarves later.
The guardstone was obscured by grass and covered with a light coating of debris, which Allazar carefully removed, kneeling rather painfully so to do. It was a circular slab of dark brown rock similar to those they’d seen discharged along the Jarn Road, and at the Farin Bridge in Raheen, except those had been white and crumbling.
“The intaglios are familiar,” Allazar sighed, carefully cutting back the longer grass around almost half the circumference facing them. “There, can you see better now? Do not cross the invisible line between this and its partner across the valley.”
Gawain and Valin peered over the wizard’s shoulders.
“There, to the right, at the east cardinal point were this a compass rose, the symbol much like a capital E? It points directly across the valley. There, at the other side, we would doubtless find the guardstone rotated, the E mirrored, and facing this one. The trip-line extends between the two.”
“And the effect of passing between them?”
“See here, near the guardstone’s northwest quadrant, a pointer has been graven into the rock. These ‘stones are much like those we have seen before, Longsword, but marked slightly differently to those at the crater. These are intended to send a warning that someone has crossed the line.”
“There are no others further up the valley walls, Valin?”
“No, miThal. And nothing else dark can I see.”
“Then our eyes are not deceived, and what we see is what is here,” Gawain mused. “Odd that they did not take the precaution of extending the length of their mystic tripwire. We can simply bypass the guardstones by travelling around the ends.”
“We could indeed. These devices were designed to be employed on flat or reasonably level ground, as at the Farin Bridge, the crater trap, and alongside the Jarn Road. The two symbols must point directly at each other for them to be effective. I doubt the enemy would expect anyone approaching to be aware of these precautions, and so considered additional ‘stones higher up the slopes unnecessary.”
“True. I keep forgetting that Valin’s tremendous advantage was unknown three hundred years ago, and doubtless only recently made known to the ‘creed at the tower.”
“We have much to be thankful for, in that regard.”
“Sometimes I wonder if our friends and their families yet in Minyorn would agree. But I’ll spare Valin by not asking. That pointer, I saw such a symbol on the remains of the ‘stone by the northern pillar at the crater,” Gawain declared. “Only it was tied to two others.”
“Yes, I marked it too,” Allazar declared. “The other two engravings were modifiers. These devices, when the line between them is broken, discharge their energies in the direction of the pointer. Usually, the discharge is intended to provide a warning or alert, as at the Farin Bridge to signal Salaman Goth, and on the Jarn Road to alert the Graken-rider. At the crater, the discharge was modified to strike a matching symbol upon the pillar to set in motion the chain of events we witnessed there.”
“Can you disarm this thing without alerting the enemy?”
“I can.”
“Is it something we might learn to do, or does it require mystic strength to do?”
Allazar looked up at Gawain, a little shocked. “Did you not attend the lesson I gave to the men of Callodon when we encountered the ‘stones on the Jarn Road?”
“No, I saw you explaining their function to Tyrane and the others, but I was otherwise occupied, repairing an arrow for Elayeen, as I recall.”
“Ah. I confess I cannot remember the detail much beyond the advance of the Graken and my destruction of it.”
“It and much of the road it once occupied.”
“Yes. Behold then, I shall repeat the lesson I gave to our friends. There is a simple mechanism, though its actual workings are quite complex. An intaglio, there, do you see?”
“A circle, with a bar through the centre?”
“Yes. You will note that the bar faces the intaglios to each side of it around the circumference? It is usually always located six glyphs clockwise from the E. But beware, if it is six counter clockwise, then you would trip the line by reaching across to turn it. Thus, if it is counter clockwise, you must find the guardstone’s mate, and disarm it there. Here, as you can see, the device is indeed six glyphs clockwise. Carefully, using the bar in the centre of the O, turn the glyph a quarter turn clockwise, thus…”
Allazar rotated the symbol, although it appeared a little reluctant to move and there was a slight grating sound when finally it did. When the bar was pointing towards the centre of the stone, the wizard nodded, and heaved himself upright.
“The darkness fades, miThal,” Valin announced, a little surprised.
“And so it should. In turning the glyph, I have broken the flow of the mystic energies around the ‘stone. We may return to the horses, and by the time we do so, the guardstones will be utterly inert.”
“Did you know about this, Valin?”
“I did not, miThal.”
“Dwarfspit, Allazar, this knowledge must be made known to the Rangers, the moment we get back.”
“I am sorry, Longsword, I thought you knew… I wasn’t aware you had not heard my explanation to Major Tyrane and his men… I am sorry, truly.”
Gawain sighed, frustrated more with himself than with the wizard. “No matter, Allazar, it was a long time ago. I should have asked at the time. It didn’t occur to me, then or since.”
At the horses, Gawain asked the wizard to take Reef and the two dwarves to the second of the guardstones and there describe the method of rendering them useless, while he sat saddle with Valin nearby. He remembered the Jarn Road, and how while the wizard was explaining the devices to Tyrane, Jaxon, and the men of the Black and Gold, he had stood by Elayeen, she blind and Eldengaze rising, he fiddling with an arrow and trying to explain the chilling effect of her Sight upon him. It had been the very first time he had used the term ‘eldengaze’, and she had been greatly upset by it. He sighed again, suddenly missing her with an ache that was a physical pain, but the moment passed, and he sat taller in the saddle and cleared his throat.
“MiThal?”
“Nothing, Valin, sorry.”
The elf regarded him intently for a long moment, and then turned his gaze down the valley. Flies buzzed in the heat, and even they and the occasional bee which droned by seemed tired and distinctly lacklustre.
“It is difficult not to think of them, miThal,” Valin said softly.
For a brief moment, Gawain pondered feigning ignorance and asking what Valin was talking about, but he knew that would be callous, and besides, the elf was a very proper officer, and rarely if ever given to personal remarks or conversation.
“The hours before dawn are the worst,” Gawain agreed. “Especially on watch, with little else but watching for movement to occupy the mind.”
“Meeya and I share our single greatest fear. That she and I will become throth. It would end what we were, and what we are, and make of us a new and unknown thing unable to serve with the freedoms we possess now.”
“I used to believe that Morloch escaping my vengeance was my greatest fear. Now, I am no longer sure. I do not know what Elayeen’s is; it’s not something we’ve spoken of.”
“MiThalin’s greatest fear is the ending of Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan Raheen. Not through death. But through life, and the life yet to come.”
“What are you trying to tell me, Valin?”
The elf swung his discomfiting gaze upon Gawain, his expression tinged with sadness, but for himself as well as for Gawain. He drew a short breath, held it, and then looked away.
“Let her be Elayeen, miThal,” he said softly. “And do not impose upon her traditions and duties which would make of her something other than Elayeen. There is little enough time for her to remain who she is, and little enough left of who she once was.”
There was a low whistle, then, and horses trotted away towards the four companions returning from the guardstone, and Valin prevented any further conversation with Gawain by easing his horse forward, resuming his position at point and scanning the valley walls.
Gawain knew that the elf’s warning was sincere; of that there certainly could be no doubt at all. Twice now the once-Cincturion Thalangard had been on the verge of disclosing some profound secret or warning, and twice he had drawn back from the brink, leaving Gawain with the distinct feeling that he really should have asked his thousands of questions of Elayeen before leaving Last Ridings. He fervently hoped he would soon be able so to do, but then eased Gwyn forward as the rest of the group gathered alongside him, moving slowly down the valley.
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32. Birds of a Feather
 
The path twisted and turned, and Gawain learned from the dwarves that yes indeed, goats should proliferate here, and perhaps also a pack or two of timber wolves to feed upon them where trees lined the slopes. Then they began to find traces of Graken-scat, and finally understood the reason for the shortage of larger animals.
They found another pair of guardstones too, about three miles from the first pair, set across a pass that branched almost due west from the broader valley they had travelled. Gawain asked Valin to disarm the first of them, for experience, and he himself took care of the second once the first was rendered inert. Twenty yards into the branch, they found another Hallencloister marker, this time carved immovably and unalterably into the rock of the mountain rising up above them. Gawain, for the sake of the rangers he believed would follow after them, built a small cairn in the middle of the entrance to the pass to draw attention, and another near the Hallencloister’s marker so that those who came later would understand the significance of the signs.
Of one thing they were all certain; without the guardstones and Hallencloister way-pointers, finding the tower in the maze of passes, gorges and dead ends branching in all directions would take months, if it could be found at all.
Here in the pass, springs flowed, one cascading down a smooth slope like a waterfall clinging to the rock in a broad sheet. The peak towering above them was tall and its summit still capped with snow, though this was melting rapidly. Segrit advised caution in this narrow and zigzagging pass; it had been cut by eons of water flowing and the danger of flash flooding in the event of heavy rains was very real. Away from the broader valley, it became generally cooler, the going shaded and rockier, and it was also distinctly more threatening; there were many places which would make for dangerous ambushes.
July 4th, the date of the next expected Graken attack, came and went without Valin sighting the creature, but since their path through the Eastbinding had been a tortuous one it came as no surprise that beast was able to fly unnoticed even by the Sight. Allazar had taken to making a rough map of their progress, estimating distances but endeavouring to keep an accurate plot of all the changes in direction their path obliged them to make. When Gawain glanced over the wizard’s shoulder at the marks made in Allazar’s notebook, it looked for all the world like a drunk spider’s attempt at a web.
On July 19th, a narrow pass opened out into another verdant valley, this one with a river winding along its floor. Guardstones again were found at the exit of the pass, promptly disabled, and then the expedition tentatively advanced after Valin declared the immediate vicinity safe. South they went, as indicated by another Hallencloister marker, also carved immutably, this time on a flat slab of rock bigger than a house which jutted from the foot of the slope on the far side of the river.
That river, shrunk by summer heat but still a respectable flow, was welcome, and they found a spot deep enough for bathing, and took the opportunity so to do, washing clothing and allowing the horses to rest from the rising heat the broader valley admitted. It was, Gawain decided, a well-earned pause for all of them, and but for the purpose of their expedition on which all their minds were fixed, the scenery would have been striking, if eerily isolated. The water was freezing, testifying to its origins, and they didn’t linger too long in it before they were on the grassy banks and spreading out their laundry to dry in the sunshine.
The rest period, however, was long enough only for clothing to dry and horses to be well tended. The nine days eaten by the diversion to the crater and its trap had lightened the packhorses’ loads, in addition to the almost three weeks of travelling from the first marker, and they still had no idea how much further they needed to go before locating the enemy’s lair.
“Tomorrow is the 20th,” Gawain announced, stuffing his hand into a spare boot to check that it was dry. “Which means, if we’re right about the eight-day cycle, the Graken flies tomorrow night.”
“It has been here often I think, milord,” Segrit declared, eyeing the slopes.
“Aye,” Gawain agreed, following the dwarf’s gaze. “Nothing bigger than hares the length of the valley.”
“Do we light a fire for Graken-bait?” Allazar asked hopefully.
“No. Not this close to the enemy. If we wanted them to know we were here, we would’ve tripped the guardstones, not disabled them. I doubt the Graken will pass this way, there’s nothing for it to eat here. You’ll have to wait until our task is complete before your next cooked meal.”
“Alas,” Allazar sighed. “My intuition in the narrow pass yesterday when I ate the last of the leftovers was correct after all.”
“Which was?”
“Hare today, gone tomorrow.”
Complete silence met the remark, and Allazar’s face fell.
“What? I thought it was rather good.”
“Don’t forget to pack the soap, Reef, we’ll doubtless need it on the way back.”
“Aye sire.”
“It was rather good, I thought,” Allazar mumbled again, half to himself.
“He does rabbit on a bit, don’t he?” Reef announced.
“Yes,” Gawain smiled, “Though not wishing to split hares, those aren’t rabbits.”
“Aye, you’re right sire, without a whisker of a doubt. I’ll hop to it and pack the last of the gear and we’re ready to go.”
“With your usual efficiency, I’ll warren-t.”
“Furry bunny, sire, furry bunny indeed. Anyone want to burrow the soap before I pack it?”
Allazar sniffed. “Well I thought it was rather good.”
And with that, and ignoring the chortles around him, the wizard mounted up, hiding a smile while he adopted what he hoped was the lofty high ground of haughty disinterest in the laughter that followed.
Once they were on the move, Valin asked to be allowed to advance a long way forward in the van, his Sight revealing nothing untoward hereabouts. Gawain chewed his lip, eyeing the slopes around them, and was about to politely refuse when intuition changed his mind; Valin needed to do more than plod along with the rest of them. Gawain agreed, but commanded that the ranger remain within sight at all times, and to proceed with great caution.
An hour later, they saw the elf’s distant figure waving his one arm high, and begin galloping back towards them.
“Dwarfspit, he’s in a hurry,” Reef sighed, adjusting his quiver of arrows while all around him came the sound of weapons being checked and heads swivelling.
“Whatever’s alerted our friend, he’s making no attempt at stealth. Either’s he’s pursued, or unconcerned by the sound of his gallop and the dust it’s kicking up.”
“Aye sire, neither of which would indicate he’s spotted a friendly tavern and a comely maid or two pulling the pints therein.”
Valin reined in abruptly twenty yards from the line, his horse’s hooves showering dust and gravel.
“There is a passage marked to the right, miThal, sloping up and twisting back to towards the south. There is darkness there I had no time to mark well, birds are fighting in the air. One of them is a Condavian, the others, fish-eagles, I think. This peak hides their combat from view but they are moving this way!”
“Condavian!” Gawain gasped, eyeing the slopes. “The only cover is the shrubbery up yonder, across the river and up the slope!”
“Two fish-eagles you say, Valin?” Allazar demanded.
“Isst, vizarrn Allazar. White of head and tail…”
“Then we should take what cover we can, Longsword, and hope that our allies in the air bring down the foul creature before its Eye can observe us!”
“The shrubs and outcrops!” Gawain commanded, Gwyn already turning for the dash across the river, “Take what cover you can find and down the horses!”
The charge across the valley, through the river, and up the slope was as impressive a thundering chaos as could be imagined from the six horsemen and their packhorses, and cover, when it was obtained, was poor. Only the fact that Gawain and Reef were Raheen persuaded the pack animals to lay down on the mossy slopes, and then only after hastily dragging the heavy packsaddles from their backs and dumping them on the ground.
Minutes passed, and then the unmistakeable high-pitched screeching call of eagles cut through the air above them and to their right. The Condavian was a familiar sight to all of them, the somewhat smaller but still impressive fish-eagles not so much. The fighting was slow but ferocious, the eagles climbing, wheeling, and then swooping with talons outstretched, attempting to rip pieces out of the Condavian as they passed.
Nor was the Condavian built for the kind of manoeuvres which might evade such attacks, it being designed to cruise and glide, immense wings outstretched, circling on rising air currents while the Eye of Morloch slung beneath it in its glistening cage observed the ground below. It tried to wheel out of harm’s way, it tried to fold back its wings to descend rapidly at the eagles’ swift approach, but to no avail; it was losing height, and it was losing the fight.
It swung away to the south, the Eye doubtless pointing harmlessly out towards the unseen Bay of Callodon in that direction, and then Valin and Segrit gasped in awe as an eagle dived, gathering immense speed, and seemed to smash into the Condavian’s back before tumbling, regaining control, and flapping away. The Condavian itself at first it began to dive. leaving a tell-tale streamer of smoke in its wake, and then it started tumbling, feathers being ripped away by the rush of wind, wings limp and fluttering like so much useless cloth as the smoke grew into a plume. But then, with a burst of purple like a maroon, nothing remained of the evil but a ball of smoke, thinning as it drifted towards the distant sea, the distant speck of the cage bearing the Eye plummeting to its doom on the rocks below.
The two fish-eagles, screeching perhaps in triumph, flew alongside each other for a few moments, and then parted, each going their own separate way into the mountains to the east and to the west.
“So does Nature abhor the unnatural,” Allazar declared.
“What in sight of the sun are the ToorsenViell doing with a Condavian?” Gawain demanded of no-one in particular, standing up and brushing himself down. “I thought the vakin Eye reported only to Morloch!”
“As did I, Longsword.”
“Dwarfspit, either they’re in league with Morloch or they’re not! Have they found a way to use the power of the Eye for themselves? I was suspicious of the one I burst in the forest outside Calhaneth, remember? I wondered then if it were Morloch or Maraciss watching through it!”
“I think we may safely say the Condavian was not a tool being used by a Gorian Goth-lord, Longsword. And since Morloch needed a Jardember at Far-gor and again later at Tarn, I do not think it was he observing the southern coast of these lands.”
“Why would they need eyes in the sky anyway?” Reef grunted, heaving a packsaddle back into its proper place. “Thought they had them guardstones to provide a warning?”
“Perhaps,” Allazar shrugged, pausing to frown before continuing. “Perhaps the Condavian was watching the sea, for the approach of shipping which might be a threat? Or perhaps our inadvertent springing of the trap in the crater alerted them, and the creature was loosed as a precaution?”
Gawain sighed in frustration, helping Reef to check the packhorses after their rough handling. “Just another vakin worm for the box then, eh? This expedition is becoming more interesting the closer we draw to our objective. And I don’t mean ‘interesting’ in a good way.”
“Your point is well made, Longsword, though I fear I am unable to provide much in the way of comfort, should that be what you are seeking.”
“No, I know. It’s answers I’m seeking, Allazar, and there’s only one place we’ll find them. If everyone’s ready, we’ll return to the valley floor, and continue on our way. Valin, you mentioned darkness in the marked passage?”
“Isst, miThal. It might be guardstones, or some other thing. I did not have time to study it.”
Gawain nodded. “Very well. This time, not so much of a lead ahead if you please. A hundred yards at most. Signal when you want us to hold, and we’ll await your report.”
“MiThal,” Valin saluted, and took to the saddle, moving down the slope and approaching the river, allowing his horse to drink before crossing.
“Tell me, Allazar, why do I have the strangest feeling that it’s not some simple antique of a tower and a soolen-Viell lapdog awaiting us at the end of this journey?”
“We always knew the tower would be well-guarded.”
“Yes, but not this well. If there really is only one path which leads to the tower, why is every fork and branch along the way protected by guardstones, and why, as Reef rightly asked, are there eyes in the sky? The tower itself is on the very cliffs of the coast, from it they could see quite clearly any sail on the horizon.”
“May I know why you are asking me, Longsword?”
“I’m not, what would be the point of that? I’m simply wondering aloud while waiting for you to drag your shambling ruins into the saddle so we can get moving again.”
“Ah. Apologies.”
“Sorry really is the hardest word for a wizard to say, isn’t it?” Gawain muttered, shifting in Gwyn’s saddle.
“No. There is a chant for the rekindling of expired glowstones which comprises six distinct words merged into one to form a single concept of nineteen syllables and eight precise stresses; it must be uttered perfectly to achieve the desired outcome or any one of four unfortunate and injurious undesirable ones may accidentally be unleashed. Not the least of which is temporary blindness for anyone within range of its power.”
“A simple ‘No’ would have done.”
“I know. But ‘apologies’ has four symbols, and ‘sorry’ only two.”
“Could you mispronounce it intentionally?”
“It?”
“That verbose glowstone chant. Could you mispronounce it intentionally, to blind anyone within range? It might be useful as a weapon.”
“Yes, assuming a blind wizard is also useful for anything thereafter. I did say ‘temporary blindness for anyone within range of its power’, and that would include me.”
“Fat lot of good that is, then.”
“Do you foresee a need for such an effect, then?” the wizard shifted in the saddle as they began their descent to the valley floor.
“I’d hoped it could be used against a Condavian should we encounter another one. In case you hadn’t noticed, we no longer have elven longbows at our disposal to deal with such aerial intruders.”
“No, indeed we do not. And alas, I know of nothing in my mystic arsenal which could bring down a Condavian at such altitudes as they prefer.”
“The list of things a wizard can’t do grows longer every day. Come on, let’s cross the river and see what fresh doom awaits us glowing darkly to Valin’s Sight ahead.”
 
The branch indicated by the way-pointer was narrow, perhaps forty feet across at the opening, and seen from a hundred yards away and their position in the north, dark. Valin had dismounted some ten minutes earlier and proceeded on foot, his horse standing patiently at the edge of the river they would need to cross again in order to enter the pass. Canteens and skins were refilled, and horses given the opportunity to slake what thirst they may have acquired from the limited progress they’d made down the valley.
It was mid-afternoon, the heat of the day fading, and now and again they could hear the raucous squawking of seagulls. Breezes, though, were swirling down the valley from the north, and as yet there was no hint of salt in the air to testify to the presence of the eastern reaches of the Sea of Callodon.
“There he is,” Rochard announced quietly, and sure enough, they made out the shadowy figure of Valin easing out of the passage and along the foot of the rocky cliff which formed the path’s northern wall.
Once he was well clear of the pass, Valin increased his pace to an efficient jog, crossed the river without pausing, and once on horseback trotted back to make his report.
“Guardstones?” Gawain pre-empted the elf’s customary salutation.
“Nai, miThal. There is a dark shape set in the floor of the pass, beneath the topsoil. It is a rectangle, as though a table or slab has been buried shallow, and covered once again with dirt.”
“Allazar?”
“I know it not.”
“How close did you approach, Valin?”
“To within four feet of its eastern edge. It lays longwise, east to west, in the middle of the track. It would be easy to pass either side of it. I could see no guardstones, but elected not to approach the object any closer, nor to bypass it.”
“Wise,” Gawain nodded his appreciation. “I like not the sound of this. Another creature buried and waiting to be sprung? Another trap; we enter the pass and find it a falsely-marked dead end, and then turn to find some other foul and rock-made creature blocking our retreat?”
“And the way is marked by the Hallencloister?”
“It is, Serre Wizard,” Valin affirmed. “The H is upon the wall of the south side of the entrance. The pass turns sharply to the south, perhaps eighty yards in. What lies around that corner, I cannot say.”
“What are the walls like, Valin?” Segrit asked. “Sheer or lumpy enough for a dwarf to climb?”
“They are not sheer, mifrith,” Valin asserted, “Though I cannot speak for your skill in climbing.”
“Before Segrit goes clambering over any lumpy bits, sire, I could always chuck a rock at whatever it is.”
“I share your concern for our friend, Reef, but I’d rather not disturb whatever lies below ground just yet. We’ve come this far without alerting the enemy, at least not as far as we know. You think to bypass the object, Segrit, and by climbing the wall and following it around the corner, see if it’s a trap?”
“That was my thinking, milord, aye.”
“Or perhaps you were thinking of springing the trap and thence hoping to climb back out before anything unpleasant occurred?”
Segrit grinned sheepishly. “Confess the thought had crossed my mind, milord.”
Gawain nodded, and then gazed at the distant opening.
“There’s no way the Hallencloister marker could have been turned, Valin?”
“None, miThal.”
“P’raps it’s a false mark then,” Reef observed. “Not left by the ‘Allencloister at all, but some dark bastard.”
“True. It’s worth a look. Allazar, that Surge of yours, could it be used to unearth an object buried in a shallow grave?”
The wizard grimaced. “I know of no occasions when it has been put to such use, Longsword, but that doesn’t mean it cannot be adapted. I too would like to know what manner of device has been planted in our path, though preferably without activating whatever it is. I would guess, and it is a guess mind you, that its placement is intended to encourage the unwary to step upon it, in the manner of a Spikebulb of Tansee.”
“Whatever it is, we can’t simply leave it for the rangers behind us to cope with. Let’s get closer, and see whether the Surge can expose the nature of the thing. Segrit and Rochard can also observe the lumpiness of the walls and assess the possibility of a scouting mission to the end of the pass.”
“There is always the possibility that Baramenn’s Surge will trigger the device, Longsword.”
“Which is why we’ll all be watching from a safe distance when you loose it.”
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33. Instinct
 
Seeing the walls either side of the pass for himself deterred Gawain from granting Segrit permission to climb around them in order to explore the distant end of the path. Whatever was there would wait, but whatever lay beneath the ground might not. Valin described it as ‘deep dark but not quite black’, some eight feet long and three wide, and he, Allazar and Gawain approached to within ten feet of it before Gawain’s arms began to feel the power of the thing.
At four feet from its closest edge they stopped, and Allazar nodded.
“I can see the faintest outline in the dirt,” the wizard muttered, “Where the covering has blown or been washed away. The rest of the ground is harder packed, and has not eroded to the same extent.”
“And the H-mark on the wall?”
“Genuine, of that I have no doubt. This, whatever this buried slab may be, is intended to be tramped upon, and that means its purpose is far from providing a simple mystic alarm. There is power in the thing, I can feel it in my staff.”
“And so too can the hairs of my arms. Is the Surge a good idea, do you think? Now that I’m here, I’m not so certain.”
The wizard shrugged. “I suspect the trigger for the device is set to recognise the kindred races as well as being able to detect weight upon its surface. Thus, goats or other small animals might pass without harm. A horse, I don’t know… a person, doubtless certainly not. We might simply be able to pass around it, and leave markers for those who follow to do likewise?”
“Markers may be moved or tampered with, as we know to our cost. Besides, I’d rather not have a mystery gift from the ToorsenViell lurking behind us ready to be loosed at any time, and definitely not if we have to beat a hasty retreat back up this pass. It’s narrow enough without trying to avoid that thing.”
“Well then,” Allazar gave a weak and worried smile, “In the absence of a broom to sweep away the inches of soil covering the slab, and a convenient Meggen to do the sweeping, the Surge will have to suffice. I suggest you and Valin retreat back to the others, and leave me to this mystic task. And if I might also suggest, you should all retreat a lot further back than the fifteen yards to which our friends have quietly crept since our backs were turned.”
Gawain smiled, the others had silently inched forward since the three had dismounted. Then he became much more serious.
“Don’t do anything foolish, Allazar. Remember, it’s a long way back to Last Ridings for us to send for the spare.”
“I shall endeavour not to disappoint.”
Gawain gave a nod to Valin, and they left the wizard gazing at the unseen threat lurking in its shallow grave.
“Mount up, and back up. We’ll move to fifty yards and give the wizard some room to breathe.”
“Room to shower his bits more like,” Reef mumbled, climbing into the saddle, “If that’s black fire buried.”
“Aye,” Gawain muttered grimly, “That too.”
From fifty yards away they could see little, except Allazar taking a few paces back and then, somewhat surprisingly, laying flat on his face with the staff held between both outstretched hands and flat on the ground before him, as if he were abasing himself to the object.
Then they saw a faint shimmering, like heat-haze, which wafted forward from the staff and over the top of the ground covering the slab whose edge remained perhaps three or four feet from the Dymendin. Puffs of dust could just about be made out, dust-devils swirling on the surface, Allazar perhaps testing the technique gently before risking a more powerful force. Two more gentle surges, and then Allazar briefly pushed himself upright to observe the success or failure of his attempts. They saw him rub his bruised knee absent-mindedly, and then he lay forward again.
This time, the Surge that wafted over the slab was quite distinct, the shimmering of its passing somehow denser and more forceful, and dust and debris flew in a cloud before it. Another, and then a third, the most powerful of all, and they heard the whooshing and spattering of gravel.
Again, Allazar pushed himself back onto his knees, and then onto his feet, advancing to peer down at something the others could not see. He paused, leaning on the staff, and then took three paces back, then another, and then lowered himself to the ground once again.
The final Surge he unleashed was every bit as forceful as the wall of shimmering power they had seen loosed into the oncoming rock-men in the crater. Great gouts of dirt, gravel, and smaller rocks blew forward up the pass, and then they heard a deep, malevolent humming, a sound which rose in pitch as well as volume.
A dozen or more blade-like beams of grey-black light suddenly lanced up from the ground, radiating outward, rotating, and scything a broad circle from the centre of the object to the walls of the pass on either side. They lost sight of Allazar, the wizard disappearing in a haze of dust and dirt and black light, beams of which shot harmlessly high over their heads, faded, and were gone.
“Allazar!” Gawain screamed, and Gwyn kicked forward. “Allazar!”
They’d halved the distance to the mouth of the pass and were charging at full gallop when they saw the wizard heave himself upright on his staff, and dust himself down. The horses protested at being so suddenly reined in, and even Gwyn snorted in frustration at having her explosive run curtailed so abruptly.
In a shallow trench, the remains of a grey-black slab of rock smouldered and crumbled, the runes and intaglios on its surface fading, the stone slowly lightening in hue. There was boss at the centre of the shield-like slab, not quite a full hemisphere, as though the top quarter of a ball had been sliced off and stuck to the rock’s surface. It glowed red with heat, and there were signs of metallic melting around its circumference.
“You’re still alive, then?” Gawain glowered at the wizard.
“Thank you, yes, though what I saw of the device before I loosed its energies gave me enough of a clue as to its nature that I was confident of the fire passing over my head. The chord of the sphere being much less than a diameter, the angle of discharge was commensurately higher…” Allazar caught sight of Gawain’s expression, finishing hastily: “…Is what I am sure Master Arramin would say if he were here, apologies, Longsword.”
Gawain smiled, but refused to acknowledge or display his rising sense of relief that the wizard was unharmed.
“A vicious device, entirely of evil’s making,” Allazar continued dusting himself down. “And entirely modern. Every mark now fading upon that crumbling artefact is fashioned from the languages of the D’ith and of the Elven Viell. This was no archaic trap left for centuries in the crater, this is of recent design.”
“It would have annihilated a squadron of horses moving through the pass.”
“It would. I have never seen fire shaped into such distinct blades. I had no idea that fire of any colour could be moulded thus! Those blades of black fire would have cut through anything within their range, which is to say anything within thirty feet of the centre not lying face down at its edge as I was, and protected by Baramenn’s Shield, as I was.”
“Thought you were confident of the beams passing over your head?”
“I was. It doesn’t hurt to succumb to instinct, however, when it comes to the raising of a shield.”
“Is this safe to pass now?”
“It is. And in anticipation of your next question, Longsword, no, this device was intended to kill, and kill only. This was not a guardstone for sending alarms.”
“Then the enemy will likely not know that this trap has been sprung?”
“No, not by mystic means.”
“Good. Rochard, would you be kind enough to fetch the wizard’s horse, and we’ll proceed along the pass. Valin, if you wish to scout ahead, please do. With great caution. Segrit, we may still need you to poke your head around the corner up there on the walls if Valin spots anything unpleasant again.”
“Aye, milord.”
Gawain dismounted, and took a closer look at the remains of the artefact and the metallic boss at the centre, cooling now and fading to a twilight grey.
“You think this is of Urgenenn-Toorsen design?” Gawain asked softly.
“No, Longsword. I believe this is entirely of the ToorsenViell’s making. The D’ith concepts embodied in the phrases graven in the rock are old, and thus common building-blocks which are shared by wizards of all stripes when they wish to incorporate such concepts into their devices.”
“It was meant to destroy the kindred. There’s neither dignity nor courage nor honour to be found in hidden weapons such as this. This marks the ToorsenViell for what they surely are; enemies of all people of all lands. This tars them with the same brush most reserve entirely for Morloch. I want you to remember that, Allazar, when we reach the tower.”
“It was my face pressed in the dirt there when the Black Scythe was unleashed, Longsword. You may believe me when I say I shall never forget it.”
“Black Scythe? A good name. Pity we didn’t have them on our side at Far-gor. I don’t suppose they also come in white?”
“Alas.”
 
Segrit wasn’t needed to scout from high up on the walls. The pass opened up slightly after its sharp turn south, and gradually broadened before leading them out into a long and winding valley between two immense mountains, streams merging to form another river which, they judged, ran roughly parallel to the one they’d left behind them. They made night camp at the foot of the western slopes, sheltered from sight of any Graken and its rider which might overfly them in the dark.
At dawn on the morning of the twentieth, they continued along the valley, hugging the western side, noting that the only obstruction south of their position, apart from the gently winding way itself, was a small buttress of rock in the far distance. Seagulls became more and more commonplace, and when they took lunch in the saddle, it was with the distinct scent of ozone on salt breezes swirling about them.
An hour later, and some of them still yawning from a night’s watch, and that distant rocky outcrop seemed no closer.
“You don’t think that’s the tower ahead of us, do you?” Gawain asked Allazar, startling the wizard out of some mystic reverie or a snooze, he couldn’t tell which.
“No, the tower is said to crest a rise in a clearing at the end of a sharp passage.”
“Lucky for us I suppose, or by the now the Graken-rider would be lining up his creature for a long and speedy run straight towards us.”
“I expect we’ll turn to the west again soon. It’s difficult to judge from this angle, but I suspect the peak above us is perhaps the penultimate in the chain we must leave behind us in the east before the final pass is achieved.”
“Then we’re close?”
“Again, Longsword, it’s difficult to say. Our path may of necessity branch and wind in all directions. But yes, I have a feeling we are nearing our destination.”
“Good.”
“Sire?”
“Reef.”
“Valin’s stopped.”
“Then we should too.”
And halt they did. And when Valin eased his horse tighter up to the western wall of the valley, they followed suit. Gawain noted that their new position meant the buttress of rock in the south was now out of sight, blocked by one of the mountain’s immense outcrops which ran like the creases of a crumpled skirt from its lofty peak down to the hem in the valley. But the elf had dismounted, and was jogging towards them, his empty sleeve flapping miserably.
“MiThal, I believe the distant hill is manned.”
“Manned? Manned by what?”
The elf gave the slightest of shrugs. “I do not know, miThal. But the lights I see there are pale, not dark. It is too far to say how many. But there are lights there.”
“Dwarfspit, I wasn’t expecting that,” Gawain muttered, and offered a silent apology to his former teacher. “Could it be the rangers, Valin? We were delayed almost ten days by the trap in the volcano. Could they have arrived at Last Ridings so soon after the call, and passed us while we were fighting rock-creatures?”
“I do not think it likely, miThal. They would have seen the direction of our tracks at the fork, and also the false Hallencloister marker. They would have followed in our footsteps, and not taken a virgin path.”
“’Spit. And we’ve no idea where the next path is we have to take for the tower. Allazar, could there be people living here, after all this time?”
“There could, but they would be a strange people who did not explore their homeland and in so doing, step upon that Scythe or trigger guardstones. And why would the ToorsenViell tolerate them, so close to their hidden stronghold?”
“Unless they were in league with the ‘creed,” Gawain agreed, “Which makes of them an enemy. Possibly even watchmen, set near the final pass, to send warning and to engage any force moving down this valley.”
“It may even be that the pass we seek lies beyond their post on the rock. They have the high ground, and who knows what weapons at their disposal.”
“We need to know. And there’s only one way to do that. We’ll camp here, and move out on foot under cover of darkness. We’ll have to leave the horses here, and trust their care to Gwyn and Endera.”
“Tonight is when we expect the Graken to venture abroad, Longsword. If it flies through this valley and startles the horses…”
“I know. But given the lack of anything big enough to tempt a Graken’s appetite, I cling to the hope and the doubt that it won’t swoop down this vale. Besides, if the horses remain in the shelter of this outcrop, they’ll be safe enough I think. It’s a little cloudy, perhaps even more so later. What may we expect from the moon tonight?”
“The moon rises almost three hours past midnight, and is waning. New moon is on the eighth.”
“We can’t wait here four days until the darkness of a new moon.”
“It’ll be dark enough, Longsword. Sunset is three hours before midnight.”
“Then we’ve a long day’s wait ahead of us.”
“Milord, Rochard and I might advance and glean what we may closer to the rock?”
Gawain eyed the two dwarves, who stood resolute and confident. They were Sarek’s men, well-trained, and Gawain himself had contributed his own experience to the training regimes Sarek employed. More, the mountains were their terrain.
“Very well. But stealth is vital. Remaining unseen is more important than how close you get. If you’re sighted, there’s no telling what may be unleashed against us here in the open.”
“Milord.”
“I should accompany them, miThal. There may be other dark defences below ground there which the terrain has hidden from my Sight.”
“We’d welcome the company, milord. Serre Valin’s well known to us both now, and easily able to keep pace with us on this terrain.”
“Thank you, Valin. But be careful, all of you. Your return is more valuable than anything you might learn from a foolish and fatal risk.”
The two dwarves began checking each other’s equipment, testing straps and weapons for security, tightening belts, adjusting packs, jumping and jiggling to test for rattling buckles or loose items which might alert an enemy. Gawain smiled grimly. They had learned their lessons well. Valin, of course, had endured the Barak-nor with Gawain, and knew well what was expected of him.
After a final check of canteens and a last deep draught from water skins, the three rangers nodded at Gawain, snapped salutes and whispered a quiet ‘Vex!’, and then stole silently away around the outcrop.
“We may already have been seen, Longsword,” Allazar said softly.
“Doubtful. We were close enough to the valley wall to blend in to the surrounds at this distance. Besides, if we’d been marked, we’d likely already be fighting whatever they’d send against us. But don’t let’s allow that doubt to dull our senses. We’ll make our camp a defensible one in the crook of the outcrop, and settle ourselves. It could take our friends two hours to get close enough to the watchmen to learn anything worthwhile, and possibly another two hours to get back. It could even be as late as noon before they all return.”
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34. Eight Days
 
Nightfall was not accompanied by a welcome overcast of dense cloud, and in fact, what clouds there had been before sunset were high, a thin and wispy sheet which Allazar suggested indicated rain on the way. But not tonight. Tonight, they had about three hours until midnight to move down the valley behind Segrit and Rochard, swaddled in darkening cloths and behaving every inch the brigands that they were in fact emulating. Nor was their purpose any more honourable than those bandits who stalked the innocent by night.
Gawain was angry, and was doing his best to stifle the writhing in his stomach before it could balloon into rage. There were five elves of the Toorsengard atop the rock formation which Segrit had described as ‘like a wedge of sponge-cake, milord, pointed end facing up the valley, and the back end squashed down and sloping to the level ground behind.’
Behind, Rochard had said, was a rocky, boulder-strewn expanse stretching away some hundreds of yards to the cliff tops which overlooked the eastern reaches of the Sea of Callodon. Hence the seagulls which had wheeled and squawked overhead and disturbed their attempts at sleep during the day.
Five elves of the Toorsengard, armed with their traditional weapons. No horses, two tents, one very small for supplies, one larger for shelter. Tracks suggested that horses came and went from the west around the rock-strewn ground at the foot of the mountain, the elves relieved from duty riding those horses back the way they’d came, leaving their replacements atop their high perch. They were so close now to the stronghold, the watchmen needed nothing more complex or mystic than a maroon to summon aid or provide a warning.
The paths either side of that tilted wedge of rock were perhaps a hundred yards wide before the slopes of the valley walls rose sharply. The dwarves believed that in winters past the river would have rushed in a torrent, carving the paths either side of that promontory, a Sudenstem in miniature. Perhaps, in winter, the river did indeed burst its banks and sweep down the valley to smash against the wedge, but Gawain was no Corax and had little interest in the origins of his surrounds. All he knew was that five of the Toorsencreed who’d tortured and tormented Elayeen and her friends at Dun Meven were slowly coming into range.
No, that’s not quite true, he reminded himself. Not into range. They were moving well, even the wizard doing his best to forget a kneecap which had probably been cracked or broken in the crater, so long had it taken to heal. But the elves had longbows and three hundred yards or more of effective range with accuracy, not forgetting the maroons with which to alert their compatriots. And there would be more of the Toorsengard, Gawain knew. Perhaps at least two more watch reliefs, plus any others serving the Viell at the tower.
And Gawain had but two dwarves armed with crossbows which couldn’t hope to match longbows for range with accuracy, he had Valin and his small boot-cocked horse-bow and its no more than forty yards effectiveness. Which left himself and Reef. Of all of them, he and Reef could give the Toorsenelves a run for their money from a distance, but not before the enemy could summon common or mystic aid. No. Now was a time for stealth of the kind brigands would admire.
Segrit led, taking an unlikely route which followed the contours of the foot of the western valley floor before climbing high up the slope and taking a serpentine path clear around to the south face before descending to ground level once again. They were now, Gawain smiled, on the boulder-strewn expanse which Rochard called ‘behind’. They were behind the enemy’s lookouts.
To the south and to the east, nothing stood in silhouette against the starlight. Out there, in the dark beyond the land’s ending, lay the sea. To the west, another immense outcrop barred their view, and it was in the dark shadows on the other side of that bastion of rock where Segrit described seeing the final pass that would, they hoped, lead them to the tower. But not tonight.
With hand signals, Gawain assured himself that all were still fit and able, but after the tension and exertion of the last two and a half hours, he signalled a brief rest. They sat on their haunches in the lee of a great rocky slab, except the wizard, who eased himself down and sat with his game leg extended. Valin poked his head around the edge of the slab, and his fingers flashed behind him. Two of the ‘gard stood on watch. Three were supine in the tent. Then he drew back, and squatted to rest.
There was nothing dark here, except the night itself. No Black Scythe guarding the enemy’s rear, no Aknid or Spikebulbs lurking beneath the surface. Another quality the Toorsencreed in their arrogance lacked, Gawain had told them back at camp when the scouts had reported in. They simply could not believe anyone might make it through guardstones and Scythes and thence unobserved to the rear of their picket line.
Yet still, Gawain felt the stirring of worms beneath his anger. He closed his eyes, breathing steadily, and let his mind rummage through the contents of his metaphorical bait-box.
To keep the balance we needed seed and spore and thus is it was sent from the west! So said Oze, as told to Gawain by Elayeen. In the west they believed it was we of the Creed who had betrayed them! You have no idea, no idea how much damage was done by you for the sake of some scratch-dirt sheep farmers! No idea how much work had to be done to restore order and return Pelliman Goth to the west and appease them there!
It was here, or nearby at the tower, where Pelliman Goth had landed the foul supplies needed by those of Toorsen’s Creed for the sowing of their insane ‘balance’. Here, from a ship hove-to a safe distance from the tower, which itself would make for a signal beacon on an unknown and otherwise uninhabited coast. How else could a Goth from the Gorian Empire be expected to find a ruin beyond an unknown mountain range deep in territory long considered enemy?
And yet, the ‘weed and ‘bulb encountered by Elayeen, Meeya and Valin were not black, but grey-black. The true evil from the west had been sown in Juria, likely from the sack on the back of the Graken which had attacked Allazar and was brought down by arrows and Ognorm’s mace in the hills northeast of Harks Hearth. Copies had been made from that source, and that source was the Goth.
It was here where Pelliman Goth was brought to recover from the wounds inflicted by Ranger Leeny and her companions. Doubtless, the ‘creed would not wish to hand their eastern stronghold on a plate to a Goth of the western Empire, a Goth in service, nominally at least, to Morloch. A Goth who had travelled from Empire land west of Ostinath, by boat and by ship, and with a small army for his defence.
Precautions were taken by Pelliman Goth, and so too doubtless by the ToorsenViell; precautions against a landing, however unlikely, by the Goth and his Meggen aboard the ship. Of course Gawain should have expected warriors of common strength here, as well as the mystic stick-wielding variety.
Y’see, y’highness, Hass spoke calmly through Gawain’s rising sense of alarm. Where you see guards, you’ll find something to be guarded. Where you see watchmen, something of value to be watched over. Where you see lookouts, y’know you’ll find someone expecting something to be looked out for. Guards and watchmen and lookouts aren’t paid and posted for nothing. Which can be useful to know if you want someone to think there’s something or someone of value where there isn’t, but it’s not a trick to be overused.
Gawain frowned, and a gentler, lilting voice came to him. They need no mystic power to see the darkness in you and how you would use it to visit chaos and ruin upon them, just as you did when you trespassed Elvenheth and the Circle of Faranthroth to claim me.
But then Gawain gave a slight shake of his head, and opened his eyes to find his companions watching him closely. No, miheth, he thought, the lookouts are not posted in expectation of my arrival. Something was expected. Something they were looking out for. Why should they expect an enemy’s approach down the broad river valley, when there was only one route which could possibly lead to this place, and that one route well watched and well protected by guardstones and the Scythe? There was only one answer which made any sense to Gawain. They were expecting a friend, or ally.
His heart began beating faster, anger faded completely and a rush of a familiar but unknown strange aquamire something brought sudden insight, and he signalled urgently to his companions.
Back! Up! Quickly!
The sense of urgency was contagious, and within moments Segrit was leading them back the way they had come, up the southern foot of the mountain, and slowly back around to the east-facing slopes. When Gawain caught sight of the buttress below and thought he glimpsed the two elves standing watch, he hissed them to a halt, and crept with great care to hold position in the gnarled and woody cover provided by windswept gorse. The slope was steep, the ground under foot uneven and poor, and they needed to take great care not to slip or dislodge a shower of debris which might draw attention to their position.
“What is it, Longsword?” Allazar whispered, asking the question foremost in all of their minds.
“They wait,” Gawain whispered back. “We must wait, too. Get comfortable as you can. Don’t move. Take no action. But watch and wait.”
Watch and wait they did, past the midnight hour, seeing no movement below. From time to time someone shifted position, relieved aching joints or muscles, fidgeting as slowly as possible, disturbing the ground as little as possible. And finally, when Gawain began to doubt his insight, Valin gave the slightest hiss through his teeth, and signalled to look below.
In the gloom of faintly veiled starlight they could see little below, but then a small flicker of light flared, a lit torch, oddly out of place until Gawain remembered the maroons Segrit and Rochard had reported seeing stacked on a rack near the supply tent. They would need fire for the fuses.
“The sleepers rise,” Valin whispered, his Sight fixed upon the lookout post.
Then another light winked brightly, a large glowstone lamp, shutters wide. And a second.
“It comes,” Gawain whispered. “Don’t move. Look to the south and the sea.”
Look south they all did, and Valin, his eldeneyes alert, instantly announced in a surprised whisper, “Graken!”
They saw its silhouette against the wash of starlight behind it, wings outstretched and quite still, the great winged lizard gliding silently towards the rocky expanse of land that led to the cliffs. It grew larger, adjusting its course this way and that, as if the rider on its back were aligning himself with the two glowstone lamps. It slowed, body tilting upwards a little, and then with a barely-audible rush of wind it swept low over the heads of the Toorsengard gathered on the rock. It climbed sharply, winged over to face the south, stalled, and then back-winged to a gentle landing some twenty yards from the sharp-pointed foot of the buttress.
No sooner had the Graken landed then a ripping whoosh and a streak of fire announced the launching of a maroon, and sure enough, moments later the rocket burst with a startling crack and a brilliant flash of white light, leaving behind a fizzing, sparkling purple flare which fell quickly before promptly winking out moments later.
Below, lights were moving quickly down the slope of the great wedge of rock, elves hurrying to meet the Graken which was making its laborious way on foot along the valley floor below the unseen watchers on the slope. Even from their height and looking down upon the creature on the dark ground below, they could see bulky shapes behind the rider.
“Another comes!” Valin hissed, and a second Graken drifted in from the south, only this one’s rider appeared to know the terrain better than the first. It glided silently, then on the approach to the two lights still shining bright atop the rock, lifted, stalled, and back-winged to a soundless landing near the sloping base of the lookout rock. More lights were lit, this time by the Graken-riders using mystic power, dismounting and overseeing the work of the five former lookouts.
“They unload the first,” Valin whispered, “A sack is taken to the second Graken.”
They watched intently, Valin’s occasional and barely-audible whispering commentary providing the detail they could not see. The first creature had clearly been laden with sacks and barrels. The second had carried nothing other than its rider, but now, a sack firmly in position behind the high-backed saddle, that rider climbed aboard the creature, his light winked out, and the sound of immense leathery wings flapping carried up to the watchers on the slope, and the last they saw of it, it was wheeling westward over the sea.
Then, when the first was finally unloaded and the supplies carried to the base of the buttress, the first rider took to the saddle, and the Graken took to the air and was gone. Still the lights burned atop the lookout, and some twenty minutes later the watchers first heard and then saw why. Horses, and a cart, hooves and wheels clattering and crunching on the rock, riders bearing glowstone lamps hung from poles like lances, high enough to light the way ahead for safety but not to dazzle their steeds.
At the rock, the sacks and barrels were loaded into the wagon. Atop the rock, the camp was tidied, maroons returned to the supply tent, tents secured. Then the lamps were snuffed and the post abandoned, the watchers taking to the empty saddles of five horses led by other riders. Not until the Toorsengard contingent had rounded the south face of the mountain and the sounds of their passage faded completely did Gawain let out a sigh, and stand up to stretch aching legs.
“What did we witness, Longsword?”
“The reason for the eight-day cycle, Allazar. Elve’s Blood and Dwarfspit, it must take that long for the vakin ToorsenViell to manufacture the seed or spore and other materials for use here. It’s delivered here from Elvendere, perhaps made at the site of one of the Orb’s failures, or even in the Toorseneth itself! Carried here, on the wing, here where the incumbent rider then takes it and disperses it over whatever target has been chosen.”
“Why, sire? Why not simply strike at allied lands directly from Elvendere?”
Gawain shrugged. “To avoid witnesses like the one at West Forkings seeing a Graken fleeing west towards the great forest after an attack. And perhaps because other supplies were delivered along with whatever evil that sack contained, evil which is now winging its way towards friendly lands. Who knows, perhaps also to avoid detection by elves themselves who know nothing of Toorsen’s treachery.”
“I counted twelve Toorsengard in all, miThal.”
“Yes, I counted a dozen horses, not including the one drawing the cart. Did anyone mark anything else?”
“Both Graken-riders were using Rods of Asteran, Longsword.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means neither were of the Ahk-Viell.”
“That’s something at least. Come, let’s get back to our own horses. We can afford now to take a more direct and less arduous route so to do.”
“Aye,” Reef protested. “My arse is killing me sat that long on a spiteful rock.”
“You could’ve moved a little,” Gawain muttered, following Segrit as the dwarf picked his way back down the slope.
“Alas, sire, it was sit on the rock or sit on a big bit o’ gorse root, and I reckoned sitting on the gorse root might shake the bush.”
“Your sacrifice is appreciated, Reef, but it earns you no beer from me.”
“Aye sire, but a good sob-story usually works on Tam o’ the Westfalls where beer’s concerned, I’ve got that to look forward to at least.”
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35. Last Pass
 
“There may be lookouts posted, or guardstones at the final pass,” Gawain announced, checking everything was in place and secure. “We’ll have to leave the horses near the entrance to the pass, perhaps even as far from it as the outcrop where we took a rest. Valin, we’ll need your Sight keen when we round that corner.”
“MiThal.”
“It beggars belief that such foul muck as Flagellweed and Spikebulb is being produced in Elvendere,” Allazar grimaced, tightening the belt around his grubby black uniform. “But it gives us a little hope nonetheless. If that evil stuff must be made as Longsword suspects at an ancient and failed testing-site for the Orb of Arristanas, then the mystic might we may expect to find at the tower may very well be of lesser strength than that which can be summoned by a staff of the Ahk-Viell. If it’s lesser Viell armed with Rods of Asteran we’re to go up against, then we have a distinct advantage. They are very far from the domain of the Viell, about as far as they can get, in fact.”
“It’s best to assume that they have black sticks every bit as powerful as your white one, Allazar. Which, by the way, has a gap in the windings of its cloth, there near the bottom. The white is shining through.”
“Thank you.”
“Remember, our first priority is to assess. If possible, we sneak along the pass to its ending, observe the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses, and once that’s done, a decision will be made whether to retire and await ranger reinforcements, or to attack with stealth and darkness our allies. Anyone in doubt?”
No-one was.
“Good. Valin will lead. Segrit in the van with me, then Allazar, Reef, and Rochard at the rear. Keep good watch, we don’t know when that Graken will return.”
“It took twenty minutes for the wagon party to arrive in answer to the maroon’s call,” Allazar declared. “Even with caution it should take us only half that to navigate the pass. We’ll have perhaps half an hour in the vicinity of the tower before moonrise, though it’ll be little more than a finger-nail and hidden behind the mountains to the east. Be warned though, two hours after moonrise comes the dawn.”
“Then we’d best move now and leave talking for later.”
“Sire, do we take the packhorses?”
Gawain paused before answering. “Yes, I’d rather have them nearby should we require anything from the packs. If worst comes to worst, we may find ourselves holding this end of the pass against the enemy, and that might make for a long siege before the rangers arrive.”
“I can think of worster things than that, sire,” Reef mumbled, and checked the straps and bundles on the pack animals again.
When they were satisfied all was secure, they formed a small circle, eyeing each other, looking for tell-tale gaps in their dark attire, or shining metal where none should be exposed.
“No speeches,” Gawain announced softly, lifting a fold of cloth up over his mouth so that only his eyes could be seen. “Vex!” And he snapped his fist to his heart.
The salute returned, they took to the saddle, and Valin led the way down the valley, head swivelling, watching the skies as well as the land around them. It was perhaps the longest, quietest mile any of them had ever ridden.
At the rock which served as the Toorsengard’s lookout, Gawain hissed them to a halt, and on a sudden and inexplicable whim, dismounted and summoned Reef to join him on foot. They padded up the slope of the great wedge of rock, where Gawain sliced open the supply-tent with his boot knife.
“We’ll take the maroons,” he whispered. “They may be of more use to us than to them.”
“Aye sire,” Reef grinned behind his mask, and they took four signal rockets each from the rack.
These they tied to the packsaddles, which Gawain was surprised to see contained far less than he’d thought. The larger bundles he’d taken to be feed for the horses were in fact spare clothing, feed had dwindled in the rockier passes and paths where grasses, ferns and bracken had been in short supply. The discovery seemed to add a greater sense of urgency to their mission, and once the maroons were secure, he gave the signal to move quickly on foot around the southern toe of the mountain.
The going was easier than expected, though caution was of course needed to avoid feet or hooves carelessly kicking an unseen rock and sending it skittering noisily before them. Valin was the first to sight the crack in the rock which was the last pass, and he promptly called a halt before disappearing into the shadows to examine the opening,
The pass was nestled in a large horse-shoe shaped clearing and appeared to run due west. The immense foot of the mountain it cut through ran all the way to the cliffs, and while perhaps a skilled climber might be able to traverse the rock at its lowest point closest to the cliffs themselves, they had no such skilled climbers in their number. The pass was the only way to the tower and, Gawain smiled with grim satisfaction, without a Graken, it was also likely the only way out from it.
Ten minutes later, Valin returned.
“No guardstones. No lookouts.”
“We’ll leave the horses in the clearing closer to the pass and advance on foot,” Gawain commanded, and gave Gwyn’s ear a gentle tug and whispered a few words before leading her forward.
At the opening to the pass near the foot of the two peaks Gawain had noted on the plains of eastern Callodon, they made a final check of equipment and each other, then formed wordlessly into the order Gawain had decreed earlier before moving off.
The ground beneath their boots was bare rock, and the path scarcely wide enough for the cart they’d seen earlier. But it was mainly smooth, as if swept clean of all debris, and perhaps, after much recent use, it had been. Which, Gawain thought to himself, was welcome, since it meant they could proceed at a much greater pace than might otherwise have been possible while still maintaining stealth.
Sounds grew louder, odd, rushing sounds like the stertorous wheezing of an elderly labourer climbing a tall flight of stairs bearing a heavy load. It took time to understand what it was, that strange noise echoing off the walls along the narrow way between the mountains. It was the sea, great swells rising and falling against ancient cliffs. The pass had slowly arced from due west to south, but in the darkness, they had not noticed.
Allazar’s guess in respect of the time it took to reach the opening at the far end of the pass was surprisingly close when Valin raised a warning hand and they slowed to a creeping halt. Gawain inched forward, clinging to the shadows at the base of the northern wall, nerves stretched taught and fearing the scrape of steel or wood on rock behind him.
“Darkness,” Valin pointed, as the expedition gathered, and held their breaths.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain whispered, echoing all their thoughts.
Before them, perhaps fifty yards from the mouth of the cleft, stood a great lump of solid rock rising up from the level ground like the Cloven Hill in Threlland, only in miniature. A dome cut in half, half discarded or used for building materials, leaving a wall of sheer black rock glistening like obsidian in the starlight, the indomitable precipice facing them. At its summit some sixty feet from the ground, stood the tower claimed by the Hallencloister to have been destroyed three hundred years earlier.
Dark. Ominous. Distinctly malevolent. It rose above the summit perhaps another sixty feet. Light shone from three loopholes, though those were doubtless lightwells as Arramin had once described in the great roundtower of Calhaneth, flooding the interior with light during the day, leaking a little light at night. To each side of the tower proper, ruined walls, perhaps the remnants of structures built to aid in the construction of the tower itself, crumbling now and jagged.
“Behold the staircase, rough-hewn and wizard-made by Urgenenn himself.” Allazar whispered.
They beheld the single flight of steps, uneven and irregular, carved into the sheer face of the rock and leading up to an iron-braced portal at the base of the tower.
“Behold the barracks, made far more recently,” Gawain hissed back, nodding towards the crude long log cabin nestled against the western wall of the U-shaped clearing, the pass where the expedition squatted at the open end, the Tower of Urgenenn and the Sea of Callodon at the southern, closed end.
It was perhaps fifty yards between the arms of that clearing. The southern end of the barracks nestled against the sheer face of the tower’s immense pedestal. At the northern end, two carts, and then a corral containing two dozen thin and miserable-looking horses. A shed, more of a lean-to than a well-made structure, nestled in the far corner at the foot of the mountain to the right of the pass, and doubtless contained saddle and tack and other accoutrements the Toorsengard might need.
Boulders, some of them bigger than the carts beside the barracks, were scattered across the ground, the remains perhaps of pieces of the pedestal which Urgenenn had impossibly sundered and shaped into blocks for the building of his eponymous tower. If there was any doubting of Urgenenn’s power or the depths of his insanity the proof was before their very eyes. Only a madman would expend such effort to build such an edifice here in this bleak and forsaken spot. Only madmen would have left it standing when they’d had the chance to destroy it utterly.
“The ‘gard?” Gawain asked Valin.
“Sleeping. Ten within the barracks. More within the tower, on the ground floor. Three pallid lights at the very top, one pacing, two below that one, sleeping I think. I believe they are of the Viell, such is the extent of the aura around them.”
“How many ‘gard in foot of the tower?”
Valin frowned, and seemed to be straining as if so doing would reveal something he couldn’t see. “I cannot say. The rock is thick and they are near the south wall.”
“You said darkness?”
“Isst. The steps, halfway up. A small cloud bars the way.”
“Guardstones?”
“Nai. It is a cloud, narrow, stretching across the steps.”
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed. “Allazar?”
“I have no idea, I can barely see only the outline of the steps.”
“Anything below ground, Valin? Aknid, or another Scythe?”
“I can see nothing through the rock there, miThal.”
“Five minutes,” Gawain whispered. “Observe all you can.”
Segrit and Rochard eased forward to the very mouth of the pass, one each side, squatting low, and then they crept along the base of the sheer cliffs looming black above them, studying the clearing. Gawain and Valin followed close behind, though Reef and the wizard remained in the shadows of the cleft in the high rock walls.
When the appointed time was up, they mustered at the mouth of the pass, and with a jerk of his thumb, Gawain signalled the retreat back to the safe, distant end of the path. There, where the horses dozed on their feet waiting patiently, Gawain pulled down the cloth covering his mouth and dropped to his haunches, drawing his boot knife to scratch lightly in the dirt.
“Tower, on its sheer pedestal, flanked by the ruined walls,” he said softly, pointing, “One way up, the stairway in the middle blocked by something dark. Barracks, wagons, horses, shed.”
“Muck-pile, east corner milord,” Rochard pointed. “Big and messy. And there, what looked like a pile of stacked wood in the lee of the cliff, halfway to the tower.”
“Logs, lumber, or firewood?”
“Logs and lumber milord.”
“They would have no need of firewood, Longsword. The Graken brought supplies, perhaps freenmek, or some other dry rations. Ellamas oil and pyre-brick would suffice for winter warmth and cooking.”
“Ten elves in the barracks, more in the tower. Two dozen horses. Perhaps no more than twenty four of the enemy.” Gawain pointed to the tower. “And if we hold the pass, no way out save the Graken.”
“Aye,” Reef declared, “And we know why the landings are made ‘round the corner in the valley. Graken are big, only room for one up there atop the tower. Wouldn’t want to be on one as overshoots the mark with bundles and barrels on its back.”
“True,” Allazar agreed, “The resident creature is lightly-loaded with only its rider, and doubtless both are well-versed in landing on the platform atop the tower. The clearing between the tower pedestal and the cliffs is too small to allow for any error on the rider’s or Graken’s part.”
“There’s cover in that clearing, milord,” Segrit offered. “From the lean-to a good field of view to support the mouth of the pass, and also to cover the barracks. And the boulders are a good size.”
“Yet,” Allazar cautioned, “We do not know the true mystic strength of the tower’s occupants. The large boulder here, east of centre, would provide an excellent vantage to shoot at the barracks, but would be well within range of an Ahk-Viell’s staff from the tower.”
“We’ve seen no staff, yet,” Gawain pondered aloud.
“Yet,” Allazar repeated, his expression serious. “And the stairway cannot be approached without drawing fire from the barracks, or from almost directly above in the tower.”
“You’ve got your cloak, though, Allazar. Surely you could cross the clearing unseen?”
The wizard frowned. “Again, it would depend upon the rank of the Viell within the tower. This close, and a wizard of the Ahk-Viell holding a staff would certainly notice the disturbance of a Cloak of Quintinenn nearby. A Viell of any lower rank would need to be looking for me in order for a Rod of Asteran to detect the Cloak.”
“Then we need more information than we have already. We need to know the mystic strength which opposes us, and we need to know the nature of the darkness which bars the steps leading up to the tower.”
“The Graken-rider was certainly of a lower rank. Perhaps like Oze, of the medyen-Viell. I doubt they would risk an Ahk-Viell upon the back of a Graken, not for so lowly a task as scattering seed from a sack. Ranger Valin, you saw three lights at the top of the tower?”
“Yes. One pacing, two below.”
“Hmm,” Allazar scratched the stubble on his chin. “The Viell would certainly keep themselves apart from their lowly guards. One awake and awaiting the return of the Graken, perhaps to light a signal or lamps to illuminate the top of the tower for a landing. Two others sleeping.”
“What are you thinking, Allazar?” Gawain asked.
“I am thinking that the best time for me to employ the Cloak of Quintinenn is now. The moon is up, though we can’t see it for the peaks above us. In two hours, the sun will rise. If we are to learn what manner of darkness bars the steps, now is the time for me to find out, I think.”
“And the pacing wizard in the tower?”
“Doubtless awaiting one of those ‘snowballs of lightning’ from the Graken-rider with a request to light his way home.”
“We can’t risk a night-attack without knowing the tower’s strength. If there turned out to be three of the Ahk-Viell in there, we would be annihilated. No wonder the Hallencloister had so much trouble with Urgenenn.”
“And they were worse than decimated, Longsword.”
“So you keep reminding us, and the history lesson provides no comfort at all.”
“Apologies.”
“Well then, back to tower. At the mouth of the pass we watch, wait, and Allazar will advance using the mystic cloak, there to examine the steps, hopefully without setting off anything unpleasant by so doing.”
“Do we take covering positions, milord?”
Gawain glanced at the scratched diagram in the starlight, and thought long and hard.
“No. I’m guessing the enemy have a long-standing routine of sleeping peacefully undisturbed here. They’ve posted no lookouts, so they expect nothing to disturb their rest. Ideally, we want Allazar to nip in, examine the steps, and return without so much as a whisper of sound to upset the enemy’s slumber. If we have to start shooting in the dark it’ll only cause chaos, for us as well as for them.”
“I have undertaken such sneakiness before, Longsword, you may rely on me.”
“I remember the Ramoth tower in Juria. We lit the night sky for miles around after that sneakiness, or rather Jerryn did. Let’s try not leave any trace of our presence here this night.”
Gawain paused, remembering Jerryn, and Hellin, and Willam her father in the grip of the Emissary’s green poison…
“Longsword?”
“Were I alone I would by now have loosed those poor horses, fired the cabin to fry its occupants, and run up that staircase to wreak chaos and death upon those within. And unleashed whatever dark power lurks halfway up those steps. I fear you were all correct, back in Last Ridings, though you spoke not the words aloud. The days of my raging alone against the enemy are long gone.”
“Simpler times, simpler enemy,” Allazar sighed. “Our world has changed beyond imagining.”
“Then let’s go get some facts so our imaginations are needed less to determine what lies in wait in the tower.”
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36. Worster Things
 
“Remember, Allazar,” Gawain whispered, eyeing the tower ten minutes later. “Sneak in, observe what you can at the steps, sneak out. We’ll be here to provide cover should you need it, but we’d all rather you didn’t need it.”
“Understood,” Allazar replied, with such uncharacteristic brevity that Gawain’s stomach fluttered.
“You’re certain you can do this alone?”
“Of course,” the wizard drew a deep breath, muttered and made a gesture or two with his fingers, and then boldly stood, and stepped into the clearing.
Gawain’s eyes bulged in shock and alarm. “What’s he doing!” he hissed, watching the wizard stride almost casually across the boulder-strewn clearing in the gloom.
“Can’t see, sire!” Reef hissed, alarmed by Gawain’s alarm.
“He is advancing quickly,” Valin whispered, “Though only my eldeneyes can see him.”
“Oh,” Gawain felt suddenly sheepish.
He recalled how at Juria, the wizard had been shocked to discover that Gawain could see him through the Cloak of Quintinenn. The adjectives in the circles of Raheen, perhaps, or the carrying of the sword, or some natural peculiarity in Gawain’s bloodline permitted the King of Raheen to see clearly where other eyes and minds were confused by the spell. And at Juria, and their assault upon the Ramoth tower and the Emissary within, Allazar had been a simple and lowly D’ith pat. Now he bore the White Staff, and who knew what power the circles had imbued him with, or the Dymendin bleached a lustrous pearl white by those same circles.
Moonrise had come and gone with very little effect on the light here at Urgenenn’s Tower. The cleft in the rock was deep, the cliffs around them high, and dawn’s light would dim any from the sliver of a moon long before it rose high enough to be seen by anyone in the clearing.
“He is climbing the steps,” Valin whispered.
“Be ready to loose upon the barracks,” Gawain commanded, and muscles flexed, the slight rustling of clothing announcing their bracing.
“He has stopped near the cloud.”
Silence, then. Just the heaving of the Sea of Callodon beyond the tower, the swells rising and falling, as the soft deep breathing of the world sleeping.
Long moments passed, though none had any measure of time except their own hearts beating.
“Has he moved?” Gawain asked.
“Nai.”
Breathing, theirs and the sea’s. Gawain was surprised to discover his hands had balled into fists, and he forced them to relax.
“He has moved to his right.”
“Not dead then,” Gawain muttered.
“Nai. His light is bright.”
Again Gawain felt sheepish. Of course, Valin could ‘see’ the wizard, and if some trap within the cloud of darkness at the steps had snuffed Allazar’s life, the winking out of his light would at once be noted by the Sight.
More time passed. Gawain lost count of his heartbeats and gave up trying. These were the darkest hours before dawn, the Toorsengard were deep in sleep, the wizard was cloaked in mystic mist and unseen. Even dawn would not reveal Allazar to the enemy’s eyes. It would take as long as it took.
Then a white flash of light like a shooting-star streaked in to the top of the tower from the southeast, leaving a stain on their retinas to mark its silent passing. Moments later, another shot back out from the tower, streaking back to the southeast.
“Has he seen it, Valin?”
“He has not moved.”
“Dwarfspit…”
“Graken!” Valin suddenly declared, pointing out towards the southeast of the tower.
Gawain of course could see nothing, nor could anyone else save Valin.
“It is low. It flies… badly. Wounded, I think!”
“Allazar?”
“Has not moved.”
Behind him, Gawain heard Rochard mutter a dwarvish oath, and Reef’s breathing was quicker.
“The wizard cannot be seen,” Gawain reminded himself as well as his companions.
A light suddenly winked into existence atop the tower, bright, and steady, and in the darkness of the night seemed dazzling until their eyes adjusted. Even Allazar, working halfway up the steps cut into the tower’s pedestal, could not have failed to notice the sudden brightness. Still, now visible to Gawain at least, he kept working.
“It struggles,” Valin declared, his voice soft and flat, “Its rider is wounded.”
Then they could see the shadow, a dark shape in the slightly greyer background of veiled starlight. It seemed to be lurching, one wing injured perhaps. They couldn’t see the rider in the high-backed saddle, but they could tell from the speed of the Graken’s approach, landing on the tower this night would be fraught with peril.
“The two lights below the top are awake and moving upwards.”
Atop the tower, they saw a robed figure, arms aloft, one hand holding a wand or a short stick, and a bright Candle of light floated upwards to illuminate the entire top of the tower before the Viell ducked below the low parapet wall surrounding the platform. Taking cover, and no doubt wisely.
The Candle showed the approaching Graken, a large split in its leathery right wing leaking blood as well as air, and the dark-clad figure strapped tightly into its saddle, head and one arm lolling, reins held tightly in one hand. The creature struggled, the sound of its wings snapping and flapping as it fought desperately to slow and control its flight, long lizard neck undulating, jaws wide and hissing with pain and exertion.
Its four legs extended, claws outstretched, reaching desperately for the rim of the tower, and even those watching on the ground who knew nothing of flight or the workings of Graken knew it was moving too fast even before it struck the southern rim of the landing platform. It screamed then, and slammed forward into the platform, slewing around wildly, claws and scales screeching on masonry, tail and rear end slamming into the low wall facing the gaping onlookers.
Masonry fell, blocks flying through the air to crash into the rock far below, pieces of debris narrowly missing Allazar on the near-vertical steps carved into the pedestal. The Graken’s tail lashed thin air, it screeched again in fear, pain, and desperation, and somehow managed to retain a foothold atop the tower, back end teetering on the brink. The Candle winked out, plunging the chaotic scene into darkness, just as the door to the barracks hut was flung open, and half-dressed Toorsengard rushed out.
Another Candle burst in the air, revealing three elfwizards atop the tower now. One called down to the guardsmen gathering outside the barracks, some armed, most not, the command in elvish, obviously.
“Go back inside, you are not needed,” Valin translated.
Still Allazar remained halfway up the steps, unmoved by the chaos around him. Gawain couldn’t tell whether the wizard was frozen in fear or, possessed of complete confidence in his Cloak, cool-headed and working quietly to unlock the secrets he could surely see clearly in the bright white lights conveniently lit around him.
“Look for their sticks!” Gawain hissed.
“Three short,” Valin promptly replied as the Candle faded and died.
Another was lit, and revealed the Graken’s tail slithering away from the brink and the gap it had smashed in the low wall around the rim of the tower. They briefly caught sight of the rider being attended by two of his brethren, straps released, the stricken Viell being dragged from them. And then the Graken’s head appeared, the long neck snaking over the edge of the platform, the head dropping, the beast staring straight down at Allazar, and hissing noisily.
The third elfwizard, unencumbered by a wounded colleague, reached up to grasp the Graken’s reins, and before the Candle winked out, they saw that wizard jab a short stick into the beast’s neck, jerk the reins, and drag the winged monstrosity back from the edge.
“Three short sticks?” Gawain asked, “You’re certain? I saw only two.”
“Three,” Valin replied confidently, “The Graken-rider did not have one that I saw.”
“Allazar?”
“Still at the steps.”
“Dwarfspit. Guards?”
“Six at the top of the tower. All moved up inside the tower to the top to render aid. Five are now being sent down.”
“Perhaps one is See-eelan?”
“Possibly. I cannot see clearly through the tower. I think there is a dim light at the bottom of the tower still, a guard, perhaps two close together, I cannot see clearly.”
“Barracks?”
“All have returned to their bunks.”
From the top of the tower came a screech, and a flapping, and in the beams of the solitary landing-light left lit there, they saw the Graken’s torn wing raised, and then it fell.
“A wizard tends the beast,” Valin announced.
Reef sighed, letting out a breath and shifting his weight.
“And the darkness, has Allazar defeated it yet?”
“Nai.”
“This is taking too long,” Gawain muttered, feeling the tension of the Graken’s return draining, but frustration rising. “Dawn approaches quickly. If the mystic barrier blocking the steps cannot be defeated soon, all possibility of a night-attack is lost until tomorrow.”
Valin cocked his head.
“What?”
“Someone is hurrying up inside the tower.”
“A guard summoned by the See-eelan perhaps, or to assist with the Graken.”
A long pause followed, night-breezes strong and cool, and making them all shiver where nervous sweat suddenly evaporated.
“He descends,” Valin declared.
“Allazar?”
“Nai, the one in the tower.”
Another pause, and then the iron-braced portal at the base of the tower swung open, immense hinges squealing. A shaft of orange light from within blazed across the clearing, and all of them caught a glimpse of Toorsengard gathered there before one stepped forward, and begin gingerly to descend the steps, taking great care with his footing.
Another screech from the top of the tower, and again the Graken’s wing was seen, and the robed figure yanking on the reins to drag the beast back from the edge where it hissed down towards the steps once more. Allazar, Gawain saw, had seen all, and was making his own painfully slow and cautious descent.
Once he’d made level ground, the wizard stepped well clear of the stairway and, incredibly, awaited the arrival of the guardsman.
“I don’t believe this,” Gawain whispered. “What in sight of the stars is he doing!”
If Allazar’s awaiting the arrival of the Toorsengard was astonishing, his next actions defied all belief. The guard, having passed through the black cloud Valin described as barring the steps and having made level ground, strode purposefully towards the barracks hut. Allazar strode purposefully six feet behind the elf, falling into step, mirroring the guard’s actions. Gawain and Valin gaped, slackjawed. The others, of course, only saw the shadowy figure of the Toorsengard.
At the barracks, the Toorsengard, doubtless an officer superior in rank to those within, flung open the door and called Stent an! loud enough for the order to ‘stand to’ to be heard at the mouth of the pass. Whatever conversation or orders followed next they could not hear, but Allazar certainly could, and the reason for the wizard’s dogging of the elf’s footsteps became clear.
Orders given, the barracks door was slammed shut and the officer strode back to the steps, Allazar hot on his heels. Gawain and Valin watched agog as the elf climbed the steps, the wizard craning his neck as if desperate to look over the guard’s shoulder when the elf paused at the middle of the way up.
“The darkness fades!” Valin gasped, and then the Toorsengard continued his climb.
“It returns,” Valin sighed, long before Allazar could clamber up past the region obscuring the ranger’s Sight.
They watched as Allazar’s shoulders slumped, and the wizard began his descent again. Atop the steps, when the guard had returned to his comrades, the portal shut with an echoing boom, cutting off the pale light which had provided faint illumination for the clearing. Allazar was lost from Gawain’s view, but not Valin’s, though no further commentary was necessary.
When the wizard’s tall figure loomed out of the darkness and the wizard himself appeared to the others in the pass, three startled but commendably quiet gasps heralded his arrival.
“Apologies,” Allazar muttered, “Forgot the Cloak.”
“What took so long!” Gawain hissed.
“Later. We must retreat. Quickly!”
Retreat they did, a pained screech from the Graken atop the tower an eerie farewell echoing behind them as they hurried along the pass back to the horses.
“Well?” Gawain demanded, once they’d assembled at the safe end of the cleft.
“The Graken and its rider were returning via an eastern route, flying low along a valley to permit the creature to seek food. They were shot by elves on the ground, Longsword! Doubtless our reinforcements are approaching quickly, following in our footsteps!”
“Dwarfspit! Do we know when they’ll arrive?”
“No. The officer of the Tau gave orders for a watch to be mounted at the end of the valley. At dawn.”
“Which is in about an hour, or thereabouts.”
“Indeed.”
“What else did you glean? What of the steps?”
Allazar’s face fell, and he took a swig from a canteen before answering.
“Alas. There is a broad step, broader than the rest. On it are graven symbols and intaglios. It is a trap, of course, for the unwary. Step upon it, and a blast of black fire will hurl you into oblivion. Yet, it is complex. It remains inert to all those passing down the steps from above, and is active only when travelling upwards.”
“Hence the guard descending unharmed, and later pausing on his return to the tower.”
“Yes. I did my best to ascertain the actions needed to unlock the device, but failed. It is clever, Longsword, oh, it is wicked clever! There are three intaglios in the stone, identical to the theta-like symbols of a guardstone, which must be rotated in the correct order to render the trap inert. I believe they must be linked by some means to the steps above the fatal one, for no sooner had the guard ascended past the graven step, I heard the sound of those symbols clicking back into position, reactivating the device.”
“Can it be overcome by force? Will white fire not disarm the trap?”
“Not without destroying a portion of the stairway, perhaps even rendering it impassable. But there is a flaw which we may exploit!”
“How?”
“I studied the device carefully. The symbols and concepts are familiar and modern, like the Black Scythe we encountered. There is one key concept, one prime intaglio which, if struck off or opened, will prevent any discharge of the false aquamire stored within the stone of the step.”
“Then take hammer and chisel, and strike it off. With all the noise the Graken’s making they won’t hear the sound of chisel on rock. When you’re in position at the top of the pedestal, we’ll set fire to the barracks with the maroons we stole, and rush the tower in force.”
“Alas.”
“Alas what?”
“Alas I cannot maintain the Cloak of Quintinenn, hold my staff ready for defence, and wield hammer and chisel while balancing on the narrow treads of the stairway, all at the same time.”
Gawain’s heart sank. “And you call yourself a vakin wizard.”
“Toldyer there were worster things than holding a siege at the safe end,” Reef mumbled.
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37. A Little Advantage
 
“We’ll have to ambush the lookout party here, and hope to do it swiftly and quietly. There’s no time left now to take the fight to the tower. At least there’ll be fewer of them at the mucky end when we do move against the tower itself.”
“There are ten of ‘em in the barracks, sire, and they had five on watch at the rock. I reckon it likely they’ll send six, five to man the lookout as before, one to return with the horses. Remainder standing-to in case a signal is sent for aid or warning.”
“I don’t know, Reef. The valley is long, they don’t need to send five men just to sit on their hands and watch. Besides, they’ll still have faith in their guardstones, and the Scythe. I hope you’re right, though.”
“And if they send their full force, Longsword?”
“Then we’ll still prevail if we act swiftly. We have surprise as an ally. They’ll come out the end of this rip in the mountain bleary-eyed after a disturbed night and with nothing but a dreary watch ahead of them.”
“Do not underestimate the Toorsengard, miThal. They are not simply bullies in uniform. Many are thalangard-trained.”
Gawain nodded. “Doubtless. Yet we’re better prepared than they, and one thing they certainly won’t be expecting is to find an enemy already behind their lookout post. We’ll take the horses around the southern outcrop, out of harm’s way. Reef and I will take cover behind the rocks at the foot of the cliff directly facing the pass and nail them broadside on as they move towards the outcrop. Segrit, Rochard, either side of the mouth, well clear of the opening and down low. Valin, further around, please, to block their passage to the outcrop, to stop any of them getting past it to the lookout rock. Allazar, to Valin’s right flank. Those of the enemy who escape our first salvo will doubtless surge towards the two of you before thinking to turn and engage. It’ll be for you to bring them down. If any do make it to that lookout rock, they’ll hold the high ground, and we don’t have weapons of sufficient range to clear them from it. Clear?”
Five quiet ‘ayes’, and no hint of dissent at all.
“We can’t allow any to flee back into the pass to give warning to the others, either. That tower makes of itself an impressive defence. If the wizards within are forewarned and prepared, one of them could hold it against us all, and never mind the Toorsengard officers in there too with longbows and loopholes to shoot them through. Besides, I have a plan forming for after the ambush, but it will depend entirely on our success here, and how many are sent.”
The horses were taken hurriedly from the killing-field, the ambush set, and then began the wait for sunrise.
 
Segrit had found a comfortable hiding-place behind a rock-fall, and laid his pack and spare bolts there. But then he sat on his folded cloak by the mouth of the pass, listening. Gawain knew it would be easier for a dwarf to judge numbers from the confusing echoes bouncing along the sheer walls of that rent, but even then eyeballs would provide definite intelligence long before the enemy emerged at what was now officially known as ‘the safe end’ of the pass.
If it were a single elf trudging to a lonely duty as sentry at the buttress, Gawain would need to rethink his strategy for action in the aftermath of the ambush. He hoped Reef was right. He hoped that the normal pattern of watches was five men atop the rock, and that the number hadn’t been chosen simply for convenience in unloading supplies from the Toorseneth’s Graken.
It still beggared belief that the elfwizards in their tower at Ostinath had taken to creating such creatures. It did, however, explain to a greater degree the wholesale abandonment of that city. Common elven belief was that the good people of the province of Minyorn had no desire to live near that tower and its occupants, and so had moved further south, leaving behind civilised dwellings of stone built by Thal-Marrahan for his engineers, and taking instead to the trees and their traditional life.
But now, Gawain knew, those who believed in Toorsen’s Creed had been shaping elvish thought for a very long time, and his anger began to simmer. Now, the reasons for Ostinath’s evacuation seemed far less prosaic than a simple dislike of new neighbours, and far more sinister. Elayeen had told them that the ‘creed had proscribed Thal-Marrahan and all his works. All books, all knowledge from that age of reason confiscated and sealed in the vaults of the Toorseneth.
Arramin had told Gawain that he believed an original copy of Morloch’s Pangoricon might repose in the great libraries of Elvendere. Perhaps it did, once, but now occupied a shelf high in the tower at Ostinath. It would tell elfwizards of the ‘creed everything they needed to know for the creation of such vile weapons as those the kindred races had seen at Far-gor and elsewhere. The additional provision of originals by Goth-lords in the far west would have made the undertaking even easier.
Gawain cast his mind back to the days before the battle, he and the others riding from the Morrentill towards Ferdan. What was it old Arramin had said concerning the Pangoricon, and wasn’t Serat of the Ahk-Viell mentioned too? Worms stirred, and he closed his eyes. It was easier since his blade had struck the bottle outside Harks Hearth, easier since he’d cleaved that grotesque dog-bat creature in two, and easier since his blade had struck the pillar beside the lake in the crater floor. Easier, since strange aquamire tinted the steel and made it hum with the slightest vibration only he could feel whenever he wielded the sword now. Arramin’s voice seemed to float on night-breezes salt and cool like the air in the vaults of Crownmount.
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 did recall. 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… Of course the Toorseneth had access to the Pangoricon. Of course they could use its contents to create the creatures listed within its crumbling pages. And of course they would, once they had witnessed the power of the failed Orbs, and seen the shadow-creatures created by emanations from corrupted or malformed devices; devices which when first made represented the pinnacle of mystic and common kindred achievement at the height of an age of reason unencumbered by superstition or prejudice. And of course they would use such creations in the furtherance of their lunatic belief in ‘balance’.
The only surprise, Gawain thought, fiddling absent-mindedly with the bead at the end of his arrow-string, was that they had waited so long to use the knowledge they possessed. But then he recalled Allazar’s fateful words, words spoken long before Far-gor but which had led Gawain to ask before the battle their meaning, and thus learn the story of Urgenenn. But you, with nothing more than a warrior's skill, have done more harm to Morloch than all the brethren have achieved in more than three centuries.
The Toorsencreed hadn’t needed to wreak ‘balance’ upon the world in all the years since Urgenenn’s Tower had first been discovered and allegedly destroyed by the Hallencloister. Then, as his expression darkened in the pre-dawn light, he realised the treacherous bastards in the Tower at Ostinath had done nothing at all to inflict balance upon Morloch for the destruction of his homeland, nor for the curse of the Ramoth which had afflicted the lowlands. How could they, unless they could do what even Morloch himself could not, and cross the Teeth?
Another worm seemed to leap clear of his writhing pile. Perhaps it hadn’t been Salaman Goth who’d tethered Razorwing and Kiromok at Calhaneth to guard the Orb… But his train of thought was promptly derailed by movement at the pass.
 
Segrit rose silently, unfolding his cloak and slipping it around his shoulders. He flashed a hand signal, that hand pale and clearly visible against the black backdrop of the cliff he leaned against. Four, five, six. He couldn’t tell exact numbers, he was gauging them from the sounds echoing along the cleft. Gawain looked to his left, and saw Valin and Allazar acknowledge the communication.
He shivered, and adjusted his cloak, the arrowsilk damp and glistening with dew. There was a chill in the air, the sky dotted with clouds tinted a leaden grey threatening rain, and perhaps even a storm to come later. Breezes from the ocean had strengthened, becoming occasional gusts, lending weight to his weather forecast. No matter. His string was dry, his blades loose in their sheaths should they be needed, and he had arrows aplenty. Across the clearing, Segrit stood back from the edge of the pass but with his head craned low peeping around its edge, waiting.
Then he eased back, and signalled. Five.
Reef sighed, disappointed that the number of approaching elves was one shy of his earlier estimate. Gawain acknowledged the signal, checked that the others had seen it, and squatted low with Reef behind a rough cairn of rocks and a boulder. To Gawain, five made sense. Four to take the watch in six hour duty periods, and one to return with the horses. Horses which, from the faint sounds now drifting eerily from the pass, were trotting, the riders entirely heedless of the clattering noise of hooves on rock.
Gawain noted his breathing, and how it, like his heart, quickened. He rubbed his fingers in his palms and felt the dampness there, and noticed how dry his mouth now seemed and envied Reef the drink of water the broad-shouldered Rider had guzzled from his canteen before Segrit’s first signal. But he knew the signs well, and clenched his jaw, feeling the anger burning at his core. Toorsencreed, and they had done nothing in the name of ‘balance’ for Raheen or the Ramoth curse in the lowlands…
Suddenly, he noticed not the signs of anxiety, nerves, or excitement. Now, he noticed only the breezes and gusts and how they might alter the flight of an arrow. He noticed the dampness on the ground and how the dew might affect a careless footfall and cause a fatal slip or skid. He noticed the shadows and the larger rocks and boulders scattered about the killing field, and then he noticed the dwarves, squatting on one knee, low, crossbows coming up to the ready.
The Toorsengard emerged from the pass with one at the head and two pairs behind. Gawain elected to leave the officer leading the group to Valin and Allazar, and marked his own target.
“Centre’s mine,” he whispered.
“Rightmost mine,” Reef whispered back.
The horses swung in a predictable arc, pointing their sad faces to the outcrop in the southeast, knowing the way from long familiarity, this journey one of perhaps a hundred others, here in this bleak and desolate place. For their misery, Gawain loathed the riders all the more.
When the broad chests of the horses were angled perhaps forty-five degrees towards him, Gawain rose silently, cocked his arm, and hurled the arrow. It sped true, flashing white like a slender Dove of Orris, only this one bore a message of death for the ‘gard whose chest it struck clean and true, ripping through the thin material of the faded and grubby blue and white shirt.
That elf’s comrade behind him barely had time to change his expression from boredom to surprise before Reef’s arrow took him through the left breast, the stone-tipped point ripping through the heart beating behind it, tearing through lungs and bursting from his right shoulder-blade.
Gawain didn’t even hear the sound of crossbows being loosed as horses reared, noting only the tell-tale thud of steel-tipped bolts slamming into their targets. And exactly as predicted, the officer leading the group, wide-eyed with fear and astonishment, gaping over his left shoulder as his command fell silently to the rocky ground behind him, kicked his poor horse forward. Gawain whipped his string back around his wrist, hearing the faint whistle as Reef did likewise, and then he saw Valin stand upright in the gloom, his one arm outstretched and pointing directly at the Toorsengard.
Before the officer of the Tau had a chance to tug a rein, a metallic chang! rang across the clearing to echo from the walls either side of the pass, and the last of the five Toorsengard rolled backwards off his horse, landing with a heavy thud, and moved not thereafter.
Another hand-signal, and the men of the expedition gathered, assured themselves that their enemy’s lives were indeed extinct, and then led the thin and unhappy horses around the southern foot of the mountain to join the other animals waiting quietly there. Little was found in the saddle-bags beyond spare clothing, which was ignored, and bars of freenmek, which Valin and Allazar promptly commandeered, earning grim smiles from the others.
“What next, milord?” Rochard asked quietly, gently lifting the saddle from one of the liberated horses and patting it on the neck.
“Five down. Five yet in the barracks, six more in the tower, and three wizards. Four, if you include the wounded Graken-rider…”
“MiThal, there may be more in the tower. I saw a dim light at the base which may have been one guardsman, or two standing close together.”
“Thank you for the reminder, Valin. I had overlooked them. There’ll be no doubting their numbers later when we commence our assault on the place. First, though, we’ll move the bodies from the clearing, out of sight. Then we’ll ready the ambush once more, and send up a maroon.”
“A maroon will likely summon the entire guard contingent, Longsword.”
“Yes. Although the See-eelan, if indeed See-eelan it was tending to the wounded elfbeard, will likely remain. We should expect twelve at most, though they may send one of the stick-wiggling weasels with them. And be warned, they may come in two groups, five from the barracks first, closely followed by the tower contingent. Reef, fetch a maroon from the packhorse. Come, let’s clear the killing ground.”
The task took a little time, weapons and quivers of arrows taken from the bodies and stacked neatly near the horses around the outcrop where, Gawain decreed, the ranger reinforcements might find a use for the elf-made longshafts and bows. The corpses were then slung over shoulders and dumped hastily and without ceremony at the foot of the rock wall where there was little chance of their being noticed by anyone emerging from the pass. Valin, though, paused a moment, looking down at the officer he had shot with his ancient Callodonian horse-bow, the heavy steel dart embedded deep in the elf’s chest.
“Something wrong, Valin?” Gawain asked quietly, noting the ranger’s pause, and moving closer to the elf.
“Nai, miThal. I knew him, that is all.”
“The officer you shot?”
“Yes. He was from Medthorn Province. He took the oath in the same year as I and Reesen. Many did, miThal, he was not a friend.”
“A classmate, then?”
“Not even that. He was in the third cadre of our intake, with Reesen. I was in the fifth. That one was not a particular friend of Reesen’s, either, and his presence here made of him an enemy. You need not fear for me on that account. He and the others chose the path of their own free will which ended for them here.”
Gawain nodded sombrely. “I cannot imagine how deep must run the hurt of Toorsen’s betrayal in the hearts of the ninety-five.”
Valin’s cold eyes held Gawain’s for a moment. “For those of us who know the truth of it, miThal, it gives us the strength to endure many things here in the east.”
“Even the loss of your homeland?”
“Even that.”
Allazar drew Gawain’s attention, and approached nearer. “Longsword, time is passing. They will soon begin to wonder at the absence of the fifth rider with the horses.”
“Let them wonder a while longer. With each minute the sun rises a little higher. Soon the mouth of the pass will be brightly lit instead of enjoying shadow. When the next contingent emerges from it, it’ll be with the sun in their eyes. Have you set the maroon?”
“I have. It is propped yonder, and needs only a flame to be touched to its fuse. I have angled the rocket towards the east, so that when it bursts those in the tower should not notice it has been launched from closer to them.”
“Good. We’ll wait until that shadow has moved clear of the pass, then you can light it and withdraw to rejoin Valin.”
The wizard nodded, but Valin interjected with a repeat of his earlier warning.
“Do not underestimate the Toorsengard, miThal. They are alerted now to the presence nearby of our reinforcements. When the maroon summons them to action, they will be far less indolent and unwary than were their watchmen.”
“I agree,” Gawain smiled grimly, “Which is why I’m waiting for the sun to rise higher to give us a little more advantage than we had earlier.”
With a hand signal, Gawain dispatched his men to their positions, and walked with the wizard to stand by the maroon, watching the shadows creep around and down the cleft of the pass to the west.
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38. Pickled Roping
 
“The tower is worse than I imagined from your description, Allazar,” Gawain sighed, waiting for the sun to rise higher.
The wizard nodded, his features clouded. “The history taught in the Hallencloister is clearly false, yet another lie propagated by the D’ith Council of Sek. Perhaps Urgenenn was destroyed, but the fact of his tower, still intact and occupied, cannot be denied.”
“What lunacy or duplicity left it standing when the chance was had to level it once and for all?”
“I cannot begin to imagine. Sometimes in the dark hours of night when sleep evades all attempts to snare it, my mind wheels. Nothing now is what it we believed it once to be. Perhaps it never was. Elvendere was elvish a thousand years and yet still we all held true to the conviction that no nobler creatures could be found anywhere among the kindred races than there in that great forest. Yet, for a thousand years, the Toorseneth has wormed like a maggot in an apple through the very core of that shining people, and even the wisest of them knew it not, saw it not, and are still blinded to that malevolent influence.
“The D’ith too, who held the lines against Morloch and drove that foul creature from these lands, their robes once held in the highest regard by all, were nowhere to be seen in the hour of our greatest need, locked within the Hallencloister, sealed like cowards behind high walls, or lurking as traitors behind the lines or within the ranks of the brave.”
Again, Allazar sighed, and gazed at the shadow on the far wall before continuing.
“The world has changed, Longsword, but we saw the changes not. Like the shadow which creeps so slowly our eyes and minds are deceived into believing it motionless, until a later glance reveals it has shifted further like a thief slinking nearer while we weren’t looking. The watched pot that never boils grows hotter nevertheless, swirling currents unseen beneath the surface until a lifetime later the first bubbles break. A thousand years of hard-won peace left us all blind to the creeping rot rising like damp through the foundations of our lands until finally we realise nothing is left of what we once believed and held dear; changes like the wrinkles of age gathering unnoticed through a lover’s eyes, which only long absence from sight reveals. And we cannot change it back again, Gawain. We cannot change it back. Only nature can do that, by erasing all, and beginning again.”
Gawain, staring at the shadow, knew the truth of the wizard’s words, and understood the depth of the despair which had lowered for a moment Allazar’s guard. But he also knew the shadow on the wall was moving, inching its way down. There was nothing to do but wait, and then would come action, and the shadow, no longer needed, would be forgotten.
“Well then, since we cannot change the past, and we cannot change the world back as it once was, we must change the course of its future, Allazar. Beginning with the ending of the tower at the mucky end of the pass, and then later, bending our minds to the end of the tower at Ostinath.”
“It will not be easy, Longsword. The tower could easily be held by one of the medyen-Viell. He would not have to throw his black fire across the clearing the way an Ahk-Viell might, he can simply drop it from the tower upon the steps and anyone climbing them.”
“Once we’re done here at this end of that cleft, we can worry about what remains at the other.”
“Are you sure this course is wise? With reinforcements coming, would it not make better sense to await their arrival?”
Gawain smiled, his lips pressed thin. “We’ve killed the Toorsenelf expected to return with the horses. It’s too late to go back and change that, too. If Valin still had two arms it might’ve been possible to use guile and perhaps infiltrate their barracks, but alas, his left arm like the land of my birth is gone forever.”
“They do outnumber us.”
“And we have qualities and advantages they do not. Besides, Valin has seen no big stick within the tower and their Graken is barely able to fly. If we can ensure it does not flee with a rider on its back, we need have no fear of another arriving for at least a week, and no fear of the tower’s occupants summoning aid, or they would have done so already.”
“Perhaps my concerns for our assault upon that tower are colouring my judgement, Longsword, and I am, after all, no military man.”
“Your concerns aren’t baseless, Allazar, and I share them. But we must end this tower while we may. We cannot leave it as a problem for some future generation to solve. If we leave it, who is to say there’ll actually be a future generation? Who knows how many crops have been blighted by seed and spore made by those bastards in Ostinath, and sown by the bastards yet lurking at the end of that pass?”
The wizard nodded. “I would we had time to understand all the clues and portents we have unearthed these past years together, Longsword.”
“We don’t,” Gawain nodded towards the far wall. “The thief has slunk to the foot of the cliff. It’s time to launch the maroon.”
“Am I yet proscribed from loosing my white fire in all its force?”
Gawain paused a moment. “It might be better if you didn’t. This close to the tower, they’d feel it through their sticks, wouldn’t they?”
“They certainly would.”
“I daresay you’ve got something else up your sleeve should push come to shove. Be careful, Allazar. Your work remains to be done at the mucky end.”
 
The wizard waited until Gawain had taken his place near Reef, the rocky cairn built a little higher but not so much as to draw attention from any sharp-eyed elves who might rush from the pass. Then the fuse was lit, and Allazar hurried to take his place by Valin near the southern outcrop. The rocket ripped into the sky, the maroon burst away towards the east as predicted, and then they waited for the Toorsengard.
Clouds scudding on quickening breezes sent pools of light racing up the sheer rock walls either side of the pass, the world alternating between bright summer’s morning and dull autumnal eve. Definitely rain on the way, Gawain noted, and a storm hard on its heels by the chill in the air. He loosened the arrows in his quiver, tightened the string around the one held ready, and flexed his shoulder.
“Just a thought, sire?”
“Which is?”
“What happens if the elves in the tower send up a maroon by way of a signal back, like asking for more details or something?”
Gawain sniffed. “Then we’ll keep silent and they’ll think their lookout post overrun or busy fighting, and come rushing to the rescue anyway.”
“Good point,” Reef announced softly, “Shows why I never made any stripes, I suppose.”
“That and laying flat on your back inside the Dog’s Leg tavern once too often?”
“Nah well, there was only the once, sire, and I was off duty at the time.”
Gawain smiled in spite of the rising tension around the killing ground.
“Actually I think it might’ve been twice, now that you mention it. But on that other occasion I did manage to get back up again all by myself.”
“Huzzah.”
“Thank you, sire, believe I said as much to meself at the time, too.”
Segrit flashed an urgent signal. ‘Noises’.
A glance to his left, and Gawain saw Allazar acknowledging the signal.
They waited, picturing the scene near the tower, guardsmen scurrying to saddle horses, arm themselves, rushing to make ready for the fast ride through the cleft and out to meet who-knew-what advancing on their lookout rock. Perhaps, Gawain thought, one of the elfwizards was even examining the stitching in the Graken’s wing to determine if the beast would be able to fly. From what they all saw of that great split of a wound and the creature’s lurching through the air, he very much doubted the beast would have the power for a standing take-off from the tower, and would likely plummet like a stone into the Sea of Callodon if it made the attempt.
Gawain shifted his weight. Valin was right to warn of the enemy’s training, but just as the lowlands had lost the ability to defend themselves after centuries of peace, so too trained warriors lost their edge through lack of practice, and here in the wilds at the edge of the eastern sea, it was doubtful any formal training or practice was maintained. Their lack of defences and almost complete reliance on elfwizards and their devices was evidence of that. If they’d ever been proud warriors, the Toorsengard here at the tower had been made lackeys, for the loading and unloading of Graken, the lighting of lamps, and the sending up of signals. The first five had fallen so quickly Gawain barely remembered the engagement, if such an effective and rapid ambush could ever be deemed ‘engaging with the enemy’.
Now Segrit was signalling again. ‘Many’ and ‘Quickly’.
Again the signal was acknowledged, Segrit retreated from the mouth of the pass and took his place, crossbow at the ready, and the expedition braced.
The Toorsengard burst from the mouth of the pass at the canter, the weakly and poorly-tended horses doing their best along the smooth and rocky path in the cleft. The force had formed a column of twos, at the back of which Gawain glimpsed a robed figure clinging on to the reins for dear life, clearly an amateur rider and clearly a wizard. A ripple of panic sent a wave of momentary chaos through the mounted ranks though, sunshine dazzling after the gloom of the rift and the tower, robbing elves as well as horses of sight while eyelids blinked and squinted.
The ground was rocky, hooves skittered as the column, now something of a disorganised group, swung towards the south. Some riders even lifted hands to shield their eyes, the sun moving now to their left flank. Then arrows and bolts began flying, the elfwizard among the first to fall, Rochard’s first bolt slamming neatly and perhaps a little fortuitously into the base of his neck between the shoulder-blades.
Gawain and Reef were quicker than the dwarves to loose another salvo, but by the time their second shots had met their marks and dwarves were laying fresh bolts into the channels of their weapons, the enemy were aware that they had come under attack and were heaving their mounts towards the western wall, hurrying to dismount and unslinging their longbows. Rochard and Segrit took two more, the elves mortally wounded and left lying on the ground as their poor horses sped away towards Valin and Allazar, blocking their view of proceedings and interfering with Valin’s aim.
All this, Gawain noted, but he was already charging across the clearing towards the elves whose instincts and training were beginning to replace conscious thought. Eleven of the Tau had emerged from the pass, four were dead, including the wizard, and four were wounded, two of those no longer a threat. Five were still able to draw string or steel or both, and their longbows would outmatch anything the expedition had if they were permitted time to bring them to bear.
And that was why Gawain and Reef were sprinting across the clearing, leaping over smaller boulders and rocks, swords drawn. It was why Rochard threw down his crossbow and drew shortsword and hammer and was charging into the enemy’s rear from his position at the foot of the western cliff, and why Segrit was heaving back the string of his crossbow hurrying to reload to provide a covering shot for his comrade.
The Toorsengard in the van of the reinforcements were officers, those at the rear of common rank. So it was that the five surviving ‘gard had no distinct commander; even had they time to organise a defence they were all officers of equal rank. Having no word of command to coordinate their actions, they simply slapped their horses out of the way, pushing them towards the east, straight towards Gawain and Reef who found themselves suddenly facing panicked animals rushing directly towards them.
They were Raheen, horsemen, and they knew there was nothing to be done to turn the frightened herd, and simply hurled themselves to the ground and made themselves as small as possible behind the slim cover provided by larger rocks and smaller boulders, shielding their heads and putting their faith in a horse’s instinct to jump such rocky unyielding obstacles. They were lucky.
Until, of course, the horses had cleared them, and turned away to run back towards the pass and the corral they had known for some time as ‘home’. That put the horses directly in front of Segrit, robbing Rochard of the cover the crossbow might have provided, and left Gawain, Reef, and Rochard all three exposed to five officers of the Tau.
Then Gawain heard the distinctly metallic ringing of Valin’s horse-bow, once, and a slight pause, twice, and a slight pause, thrice… the limit of the weapon’s capacity. Whether any of the heavy steel darts found a soft repose or struck the harder backstop of the cliff, Gawain didn’t know. He and Reef were rising to resume their attack, and he saw one of the Tau aiming directly at the large man from Bernside to his right. With a flourish, Gawain spread his cloak wide, covering himself and his startled countryman, and felt the arrow’s impact moments later. That impact was heavy enough through the arrowsilk folds to knock Reef onto his backside, and the big man’s face darkened with rage and offended pride.
Vex! Gawain heard, and he risked a glance over his raised cloak, seeing Allazar and Valin charging towards the five blue- and white-clad enemy.
Valin had discarded his empty horse-bow and was dashing with shortsword drawn. Allazar had the staff in his right hand and shortsword in his left, and Rochard was already smashing away an elf’s sword with his own and bringing the hammer down on the already wounded officer’s head.
Two longbows thrummed a musical note, both aimed at Valin. But a familiar shimmering shield enveloped Valin and Allazar both, stopped the arrows dead in the air, and then detached from the wizard’s staff and sped across the clearing, slamming into elves and dwarf alike. While those struck by the Surge shook their dazed heads and were regaining their feet, the two men of Raheen were charging into them, and the ambush became a mêlée.
Gawain cut one of the elves almost in two before the officer had a chance to push himself up from his knees, but then the longsword was rendered entirely unsuitable a weapon for the circumstances. He tossed it aside, drew his shortsword, and commenced to dancing a deadly reel with a gaunt and sallow-looking Toorsengard officer. Steel clashed, powerful blows giving way to subtler strokes, feints, and parries, and then Gawain dropped to one knee, slashing backhand at the elf’s legs, his sword smashing into kneecaps and then plunging into the stricken enemy’s chest as the elf fell screaming, and was silent.
More clashing steel from his left flank, and he saw Valin one-armed but easily outclassing his opponent and then despatching him with a single sharp blow of the sword to the side of the head. And then it was over bar heavy breathing, and the moans of the wounded yet living. They did not live long, their suffering ended swiftly and mercifully.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain gasped, taking a long pull on his canteen, “That did not go as well as I’d hoped!”
“We’re all unharmed, sire, except for poor old Rochard who took a hit from the wall, thanks to the wizard.”
Indeed, poor old Rochard was sitting on a large flat rock, holding a bloodstained cloth to the back of his head, the wound received when he’d been sent flying by the Surge unleashed from the wizard’s staff.
“I’ll be well enough when the bleeding stops, milord,” the dwarf ranger protested.
“Take your time, the enemy are doubtless alerted now. Their horses rushed back down the pass. All surprise is now lost.”
With that rueful announcement, Gawain gave a low whistle, and waited while Gwyn rounded the southern outcrop and trotted towards them. He took a familiar pack from his saddle-bag and tossed it to Allazar.
“You can mend the damage you did to our friend, you clumsy whitebeard.”
“Apologies,” Allazar mumbled, “My aim needs attention as much as our friend’s head.”
“Catch your breath, all of you. I need to rethink our strategy.”
“Should be between four and six in the tower, sire,” Reef gasped after a mouthful from a water skin. “Three wizards, one o’ them wounded, and the healer. Plus one or two of those officers.”
“And with something dark blocking the steps, a child armed with nothing but jars of pickled roping could hold it against us all,” Gawain sighed, and took another drink himself.
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39. Cloak and Chisel
 
“The Graken is my main concern,” Gawain declared, the six of them sitting together in the shade of the outcrop by the horses. “I’d prefer it dead, and I certainly don’t want it healed and able to flap away back to Ostinath.”
“If that is indeed where it came from,” Allazar replied, and took another bite from a bar of captured freenmek. “But having seen such creatures close to, I do not believe any amount of stitches will suffice to seal that great rent in its wing against the stress of flying. It will require time to heal.”
“Good,” Gawain grumbled. “The longer the better. We have no weapons of a range long enough to bring to bear on it should it attempt to leave. I don’t want the Toorseneth learning that we’ve destroyed their eastern stronghold before we have in fact destroyed it. I don’t much fancy a Graken with an Ahk-Viell aboard hovering over us to defend their citadel here.”
“No, indeed,” the wizard earnestly agreed.
“We have the longbows, miThal,” Valin declared, and though his voice was as firm and as deadpan as ever, there was a hint of wistfulness about his eyes.
“And none of us here skilled enough in their use to hit anything as small as a Graken atop the tower with them. Reef and I might make do with Raheen shortbows if we had them, but from the ground to the landing platform atop that tower is too far to throw with any hope of hitting it, unless we stand in clear sight of those within.”
“And we don’t fancy that idea much,” Reef mumbled through a mouthful of frak.
“No,” Gawain agreed. “And the same goes for the crossbows. From the mouth of the pass to the top of the tower is too far to be sure of killing the thing.”
“I can draw and loose the bow, miThal. Using my feet to hold the draw. It is a common enough technique, though archaic. It was used in the past for greater range and cloud-shooting into a massed enemy.”
Gawain’s eyebrows arched. “Could you hit the Graken from the mouth of the pass, using such a technique?”
“I believe I could, miThal, though I would have a better angle through the gap in the parapet were I to shoot from the lean-to in the north-western corner, and I would be better protected there.”
“Better protected?” Gawain frowned, “Are the See-eelan warriors then, and trained in the use of the bow?”
“All elves are trained in the use of the bow, miThal,” Valin asserted, “Even the Viell.”
“Dwarfspit. Then we may have three longbows opposing us as well two twigs.”
“Four, sire, if the wounded weasel is up and about again.”
“Six, miThal, if the dim light I saw at the foot of the tower was made by two guardsmen standing close together, guarding the portal.”
“Do you think you could shoot well enough to put arrows through the loopholes in the tower wall, Valin?”
The ranger looked far less certain of threading such a narrow needle. “I could certainly try, miThal. And if nothing else, the clatter of arrows on the walls surrounding those loopholes might deter the enemy from loosing upon us.”
“Very well, then. We can’t risk the Graken leaving, with or without a passenger, lest it bear a message back to its masters in Elvendere. From what we know of the Viell, their Doves of Orris or snowballs of lightning are unlikely to be able to pass through mountains or travel the full distance from here to Ostinath. Correct, Allazar?”
“Yes, of that I am sure. Our lady mentioned messages being sent from the heights of Dun Meven, but the recipient was likely an Ahk-Viell mounted on a Graken in the hills to the southeast of Mereton or in the air above the mountains here. There is no power known could pass through the Eastbinding.”
“And they’re not likely to have felt the need for such quaint means of signalling as Brock’s pigeons,” Gawain mused. “So then, the Graken is all they have to send for aid, and Valin has the means and the skill with which to pin it should it make the attempt. Rochard, how is your head?”
“It doesn’t hurt, milord.”
“Not surprised, given how much silvertree powder you’ve knocked back, and the Eeelan t’oth on the bandage.”
“There’s one thing, though, milord…” Rochard looked distinctly embarrassed, ashamed, even.
“Which is?”
“My eyes, milord. Everything looks a bit fuzzy in my left eye. Been that way since I hit the wall.”
“Allazar?”
“A concussion to the head is never trivial, Longsword, as you Riders of Raheen well know.”
“I’ll be well enough, milord,” Rochard insisted.
“Well, we’ll give you plenty of time to rest, my friend,” Gawain nodded. “We’ll make such preparations as are needed here, then move down the pass and wait close to the mucky end for night to fall. You can sleep once we get there, Rochard, and with luck your vision will have cleared by the time it’s likely to be needed.”
“Foul weather’s on the way, sire,” Reef sniffed, and nodded towards the storm gathering far out to sea, a black line dark and threatening on a grey horizon.
“It’ll be a wet evening,” Gawain agreed, and stood, and set to work.
 
It was Segrit who took a watch in the shadows of the pass near its mouth, wrapped in darkening cloth as they all were. They slept as best they could, though Rochard winked out like a spark, the dwarf wrapped in cloak against the rain they knew would come before nightfall. When it did, it was cold, and heavy, and the cleft between the mountains afforded little shelter. The winds driving the storm were from the south, the very direction of the opening at its mucky end, and the tower waiting across the clearing there provided no barrier at all against the swirling squalls.
When finally the initial downpour eased to a misty drizzle it was gloomy, the heavy overcast a harbinger of the storm to come, the wind already rising and blustery. Gawain crept forward along the pass, remaining close to the wall, and gazed at the tower from the safety of the shadows. The hunched figure of the Graken was visible atop the platform, its long neck bent back, lizard head tucked under its uninjured wing. He smiled. With the storm coming and the winds rising to what would undoubtedly be gale force, the creature was going nowhere.
Then, so abruptly that it was almost shocking, a cone of light snapped from a loophole near the top of the tower, and swept the ground below the steps of the pedestal. Gawain instinctively backed away, but heard a whisper from the huddled form of Segrit at the opposite wall.
“Can’t reach us, milord,” the dwarf announced, and Gawain watched as the light crept towards the pass, fading to little more than a candle’s strength by the time it found the rift.
It was clearly no Ahk-Viell’s mystic power shining that light, and Gawain smiled to himself again behind the sodden cloth hiding his face.
Back with the others he discovered that Rochard’s vision remained worryingly impaired, but Gawain had already formed his plans of attack against the tower, and Rochard’s inability to gauge distance accurately did not diminish their likelihood of success. The dwarf was awake, though still sheepish.
“Rochard,” Gawain said, his words whipped away down the pass towards the safer end. “I would ask you again for the loan of your hammer and chisel.”
“If there’s stone needs cutting, milord…”
“Not this time,” Gawain rested a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “This time I have to insist. There’s work needs doing which I must do if we’re to have a chance at bringing down this tower. And I have a need for you to be elsewhere when that work is done.”
Rochard looked devastated, peering out through the slit in the cloth wrapped around his head. But seeing the determination in Gawain’s gaze, he yielded, and drew the hammer and chisel from his belt.
“This is a loan only,” Gawain took the heavy tools, “You’ll have them back, and hopefully with pride at the use to which they’ll be put. Now,” he spoke louder, and the others, bar Segrit still on watch, huddled closer. “Now, Allazar, before the storm comes, you’ll take Valin under Cloak of Quintinenn to the lean-to in the north-western corner, then you’ll return for Rochard, and take him there also. Rochard, you are to provide cover for Valin, and if you can from that vantage, shoot at the loopholes when needed.”
“Aye milord!” Rochard perked up at once, only one eye being needed to sight along his crossbow.
“When Valin and Rochard are in position, Allazar will return for Reef, and take him under his Cloak to a position at the vacant barracks. Next, Segrit, to the logs and lumber piled near the eastern wall of the clearing. No shooting unless it becomes necessary, and hopefully, if all goes well, it won’t. Clear?”
Four replies of ‘aye, clear’ and heads nodding understanding.
“Then you return for me, Allazar. I saw what looked to be an Aemon’s Light shining from the upper window of the tower, will that pierce your Cloak?”
“No, Longsword, your plan is sound unless or until they know a Cloak is nearby and they search for it.”
“Very well. Valin, are you ready, and clear?”
“I am, miThal,” Valin called back over the wind, and gathered up his arrows and the well-wrapped longbow.
“Go then, I’ll follow and tell Segrit what to expect!”
With the wind whistling through the gaps between the tower and the crumbling ruins to each side of it, and the squally gusts beginning to buffet them, no further words were needed. Allazar led Valin down the pass, Gawain following close behind.
When they drew level with Segrit, Gawain knelt and pressed his face close to Segrit’s ear, making certain that the dwarf understood the plans and his part in them, and then gave the wizard a signal. Man and dwarf watched as wizard and elf braced, but only the man saw them step bold as brass from the pass and then, hunched over against the weather, hurry to the lean-to almost hidden in the gloom.
Night had fallen by the time Allazar had escorted the four other members of the expedition to their posts under cover of Quintinenn’s mystic device, and now he and Gawain stood back from the mouth of the pass, ducking away from a sudden lashing by a short-lived squall.
“Now what, Longsword?” Allazar called above the noise.
“Now you and I take to the steps, you with the Cloak, and I with hammer and chisel!”
“You’re mad, Longsword!” Allazar cried, “In this storm?”
“What better chance have we?” Gawain shouted back, “Look! The light from the tower, the rain makes it shine back at them! Even without the Cloak they likely won’t see us!”
“If your hand should slip! If you strike the wrong symbol!”
“Tell me again what it looks like!”
“I will show you!” And Allazar took a firestone from a pouch around his neck, and turning his back to the moaning wind, scratched a looping mark on the wall.
Gawain nodded.
“I will point it out when we get there!” the wizard cried. “The blow must be across, not down!”
“What?”
“The blow must be across!” Allazar shouted, and gesticulated, “Not down! There must be no pressure on the step!”
“No pressure!” Gawain shouted, and nodded his understanding.
Allazar returned the firestone and tucked it under his sodden shirt, ensured that all his darkening cloths were in place, and then stood with a nod, taking hold of Gawain’s arm.
Gawain himself felt a slight vibration in the wizard’s grip, and thought he heard the faintest sound like a mosquito’s distant whine, and then Allazar led him out of the pass. It was distinctly alarming walking out across the clearing in full view of the tower, every sense screaming alarm when the dim cone of Aemon’s Light shone once more from a loophole near the top of the tower. But it revealed only great clouds of rain billowing across the clearing from the ocean before it winked out, the whistling of gales drowning the sound of immense storm-driven waves crashing into the cliffs below.
Near the pedestal, the wind died away almost completely, and at the steps even the swirling gusts and the fine mist of rain they carried eased away. It was almost calm there, in the lee of the immense rock bed upon which the tower stood, but water sheeting down the sheer rock face and cascading down the steps was a grim reminder of how perilous the task Gawain had chosen for himself truly was.
They had to move together, and for the Cloak to shield Gawain from view Allazar had to maintain physical contact with the younger man. It was awkward, but then the wizard slipped his arm around Gawain’s back and took firm hold of the material of the arrowsilk cloak above his king’s left shoulder.
Gawain felt a tugging, one, twice, three times, and suddenly understanding the wizard’s signal, both took a simultaneous step up the stairway before them. Thus they moved, one perilous, slippery, uneven and poorly-cut stone step at a time. It was painfully slow going, bitterly cold, and soaking clothes chafed and clung, dragging heavily at aching limbs growing numb and less responsive with each step they took.
Then he felt an urgent tugging on his shoulder, and turned to see the wizard beside him, cling to the Dymendin and jerking his head upward. The next step up would bring the fatal one down to just below Gawain’s chest. There would be no reaching up to support himself as he had before; there must be no downward pressure on that graven tread. He nodded his understanding to Allazar, and promptly felt the familiar rhythmic tugging at his shoulder…one… two…three…
He stepped up, felt his boot slipping on the slick surface of a step cut at a sloping angle, and a great balloon of adrenaline burst in his stomach. Every instinct demanded he reach out to grasp the deadly step to prevent himself falling, but then the arm around his back was pressing him forward with surprising strength, supporting his weight, and he regained his footing to drag himself up on a level with Allazar.
His eyes locked with the wizard’s in the gloom, and he nodded. Still, for the sake of the Cloak hiding them, the wizard maintained his grip. Gawain looked down, and saw the glistening symbols, some etched deep into the rock, others proud intaglios. He saw the cluster of three symbols like those used to disarm guardstones, a triangular formation surrounded by other glyphs and runes. And above the creeping numbness of his hands and arms, he felt the same tell-tale tingling of strange aquamire he’d experienced at the pillars in the crater.
It grew strangely and suddenly quiet, and for a moment, Gawain thought it an effect of some mystic power in the stone, or a wizard’s chant perhaps, Allazar helping him to concentrate on the symbols and the one he must strike open with the chisel jammed painfully in his belt. But the storm had died, a brief respite perhaps or a longer one, they couldn’t tell, but the band of squalls that had lashed the tower and left them shivering and soaked through was passing over the mountains to the north, leaving an eerie quiet in its wake.
Gawain pointed a trembling finger at one of two identical symbols, and looked at Allazar for confirmation. Instead, he received a wide-eyed and violent shake of the head. He moved his finger to the leftmost of the two intaglios, and saw the wizard’s eyes close in relief, followed by an emphatic nod.
He studied the symbol, small and seemingly no more or less important that any of the dozens scattered over the tread of the step. His stomach sank. Other intaglios stood proud of it in an arc to the right. If it were permissible to strike a downward blow there would be no hesitation, but Allazar had made it clear in the pass that no downward force should be applied. To be certain, Gawain glanced at the wizard, and made a gesture with his hand implying a blow from a steep angle.
Again the wizard’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. Gawain would need to use his left hand to wield Rochard’s hammer. He drew in a breath, and rubbed his hands together, breathing on them in the vain hope of driving away the numbing cold. The chisel, he knew, would be colder than the stone before them to the touch. Then from high above them came a spitting, malevolent hissing, ending in a screech. A glance upward showed the Graken’s head hanging over the edge of the platform through the gap in the parapet made during the creature’s crash-landing. And it was staring straight at them, straight through the Cloak of Quintinenn.
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40. Shock and Awe
 
“Hurry, Longsword,” Allazar whispered urgently, “Before the Graken’s…”
But the remainder of his sentence was drowned by the hissing and screech from above them.
Gawain spread his feet a little, trying not to push himself away from the steps while he drew the chisel and hammer from his belt. He’d been right, of course, the steel of the chisel was freezing to the touch, and when he lifted the tools clear he had to lay them on the dripping step at his waist, to change hands, hammer in the left, chisel in the right.
A cone of light shone down from above, and he couldn’t resist looking up, in time to see an elfwizard’s head disappear from the brink, the Graken hissing and screeching. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the wizard dragged the creature back and away from the hole in the parapet.
Relieved, Gawain hefted the tools, water dripping from the thin fold of cloth wrapped above his eyes. He lifted the chisel, and gently rested its keen edge against the base of the intaglio which would, if struck away cleanly, allow them to proceed to the top of the pedestal. He drew back the hammer, then eased it forward, entirely uncomfortable at using the ‘wrong’ hand for the blow. Back, and then forward again, heart beginning to beat much faster. To be hurled into the abyss of death for the sake of a glancing blow after all he had endured seemed a terrible reward for his suffering.
Then he heard the wizard exclaim from beside him.
“Dwarfspit!”
“Wait,” Gawain sighed, “I almost have it.”
“No! Above! Brace yourself!”
Gawain glanced up in time to see an elfwizard holding out a slender rod, from the ends of which familiar black and smoky spheres were growing.
“We are detected!” Allazar gasped needlessly.
“No vakin ‘spit,” Gawain managed, just at the moment the two spheres detached from the Viell’s rod and drifted down towards them.
“Brace!” Allazar called, and abandoned the Cloak, swinging the staff up to hold it two-handed and outstretched above them, summoning Baramenn’s Shield and holding it at a sloping angle.
If he’d hoped simply to deflect the balls of black fire, the First of Raheen was greatly disappointed. They burst against the shield with a deafening concussion which left their ears ringing and almost blew Allazar to his knees and off the steps. Gawain blinked, and shook his head, and watched in horror as the chisel, instinctively jerked back from the deadly glyph, slipped from wet, numb fingers, bounced, and began to roll along the tread of the step by his waist, gathering speed.
He saw Allazar’s horrified expression, glimpsed another two evil spheres falling from above, and tried desperately to grab the tool before it fell. Those two spheres struck the shield, and burst, Allazar rocked and teetered, and Gawain instead reached around the wizard’s back to stop him falling. The sound of the chisel ringing as it bounced down the steps to the rocky ground at the foot of the pedestal was drowned by the sudden screaming of the elfwizard plummeting after it, two longshafts, one elf-made and one Raheen, sticking from his stomach and chest.
Again the Graken screeched from above, its mystic master dead on the ground far below the tower’s platform.
“Down!” Allazar cried, “We must fetch the tool and try again! Hurry, now we are seen we may expect more attacks from above!”
Down they went, the wizard lagging behind Gawain and ready to raise his shield again if needed. But what shooting came from the tower was directed not that them, they were safely below the angle at which longbows might be brought to bear. Arrows sped towards the barracks and the lean-to, and arrows and bolts sped back from Reef, Valin, and Rochard in reply. The missiles clattered against the rocky surrounds of the loopholes, and so the shooting came in distinct bursts, a salvo towards the northwest from the tower’s defenders, a pause, and a salvo in reply.
Meanwhile, at the foot of the steps, Gawain retrieved the chisel, eyeing with grim satisfaction the corpse of the elfwizard laying shattered and lifeless on the ground some ten feet from where the tool had come to rest. Now, with no need for stealth or silence, the climb back up could be made quicker. But the steps were no less slick and no less care was needed to ascend to the point where the attack upon the intaglio glyph could be made.
“Brace!” Allazar shouted over the screeching of the Graken, and Gawain crouched and winced.
But the black fire from above missed, the two spheres launched from a rod held at arm’s length from a loophole, flying out beyond the steps, beyond the rim of Allazar’s shield, to burst almost directly on top of the dead wizard of the ToorsenViell. The resulting mess was awful, pieces of unidentifiable pink and red matter spread up the sheer walls of the pedestal, and spraying over the two of Raheen crouched on the stairway.
More missiles clattered from the stone of the tower, and from high above Gawain thought he heard a cry of pain, quickly drowned by the screech of the Graken. Up then, up to the last step where the work needed to be done, and there, there again was the symbol, the target for the chisel and hammer-blow which would grant access up to the portal. Gawain placed the chisel, and free of the need for Allazar to remain in contact with him, pressed himself as far to the left of the steps as possible to judge whether a right-handed blow might be possible.
“Brace!” Allazar cried again, and two more spheres floated over them, passing them by a few feet less than before, the elfwizard within the tower depressing his aim.
The concussion showered them with rock splinters, some stinging through their soaked clothing but harmless all the same.
“I’m not left-handed!” Gawain shouted with frustration, unable to find a position with which to strike safely and confidently with his right.
“I cannot help you!” Allazar shouted back, throwing a wild-eyed glance at his king before fixing his attention on the tower looming over them.
Gawain followed Allazar’s stare and saw the Graken screeching down at them, and saw two rods now held outstretched through separate loopholes, one almost directly above them, the other a floor lower and further around the western quadrant of the tower. Black fireballs flew away towards the barracks, bursting on the ground well short, and two more fell directly towards them.
“Brace!” Allazar screamed, and the concussions almost buckled the wizard’s shield.
“If they hit the step we are doomed!” Gawain cried over the din.
“Then strike, by the Teeth! Strike!” Allazar shouted.
Arrows and bolts clattered from the tower, arrows streaked both to the west and to the east where Segrit had begun shooting at the loopholes from his position. Gawain eased back along the step, placed the chisel’s edge flat against the stone of the glyph, and drew back the hammer, hefting it, drawing a breath for the strike.
“Brace!” Allazar shouted again, and this time, when the concussions struck, they almost robbed Gawain of his senses so loud was the noise and so intense the shockwave.
Allazar was weakening, and had been almost knocked from the steps. Gawain caught a glimpse of the desperation in the wizard’s eyes and knew that whatever mystic muscles were needed to hold back the power of the black spheres of lightning, they were at breaking point. Gawain nodded, drew back the hammer, and Allazar dragged himself upright to hold aloft the staff once more.
Then came more noises, sounds Gawain had trouble identifying. A loud metallic kerchang! followed by a sickening thump from above. A glance in that direction showed the Graken’s head and neck hanging limp and silent over the parapet wall, grey-black blood beginning to ooze down the side of the tower. Then an elfwizard’s hand, clutching the Rod of Asteran, emerged from the loophole directly above, only to disappear in a small cloud of streaking white longshafts, some of which struck the wall, most of which disappeared into the tower.
“By the vakin Teeth!” Gawain gasped, as the Rod of Asteran and several elven arrows clattered down the steps and bounced over their heads.
He turned, and a light snapped on, briefly, at the pass. Elves. And more than six of them, before the light snapped off again. More arrows clattered against the surrounds of the loopholes, drawing Gawain’s attention back to the task. Then insight struck him.
“Move down behind me, Allazar, quickly! Take the hammer! I’ll hold the chisel in place, you smack it!”
“Longsword!”
“We have cover from the pass, hurry before another elfwizard takes the place of the first and drops fire on our heads!”
Gawain shuffled across to his right while Allazar took two steps down and shuffled across to his left. He passed the wizard the hammer, and then with both hands, held the chisel firmly in position against the glyph. More arrows clattered above, the defenders obliged to keep their heads down, and then that loud metallic kerchang! was followed by the sound of steel on stone from above. He looked up, and gazed awe-struck at a three-foot steel rod vibrating with an audible note embedded in the masonry beside the loophole overhead. He blinked, and looked down at the chisel.
“Now or never, Allazar!” he shouted.
“Brace!” the wizard replied, and then Gawain felt the shock of Allazar’s ringing blow jolt through the chisel and his hands.
Sparks and stone chippings flew, and he looked down. Half the looping symbol had been smashed clean away, but half remained. Unsure what to do, Gawain reset the chisel against the remaining portion of the intaglio.
“Again!” he cried.
“Brace!” came the reply, and another blow, and more sparks and stone.
“Done!” Gawain called, shifting further to the right, allowing the wizard to clamber up, gaze at their handiwork, and give a sharp nod.
“Back!” Gawain then called, as arrows slammed into the steps above him. Steam was rising from a vent high above the portal, and the arrows were a warning. “Raise the shield, and back!”
They’d barely made the ground when a steaming gout of liquid flew from a spout set in the wall of the third level of the tower. Some kind of scalding oil or caustic liquid, Gawain guessed, but Allazar’s shield, held behind them as they ran, kept them safe, the liquid showering the steps but reaching no further than a few feet beyond them.
More arrows fizzed overhead towards the tower, and then a dim light winked on and off, briefly illuminating the pass, and Gawain and Allazar scurried into the gloom behind a group of elves.
“Who commands here?” Gawain demanded, breathing hard and pulling the sopping cloth from his mouth.
“You do, miheth,” a firm but lilting voice replied. “May I suggest we withdraw into the pass? We are exposed here.”
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41. M is for…
 
It took a little time to recall the expedition from their positions around the clearing, but when that was done, a ranger was left to watch the tower from the mouth of the pass, and the remainder retreated to safety further along it. Gawain fumed, unwinding the sopping rags from his head and gazing at the slender figure of Elayeen standing drenched in spite of her cloak and staring back at him in the light from a glowstone hanging around her neck.
“You are angry with me,” she sighed, stepping closer, gazing up at him and robbing him of breath as well as ire.
“What are you doing here, Elayeen? Here in harm’s way? What of the child you carry, are you mad or am I?”
She tilted her head to one side. “My being here is no more insane than attempting to storm a dark-guarded tower in the teeth of a gale. And there is another gale approaching, according to wizard Corax.”
“Corax is with you?” Gawain gasped.
“It was he who lit the light to guide you back to the pass, and he who shielded us from arrows shot from within the tower.”
“Allazar!”
“Here, Longsword,” a familiar voice called, and another dim light shone from further down the safe end of the pass.
“Is Corax with you?”
“He is,” came the reply.
“Good. Keep him with you, and find out what in sight of the moon is going on!”
“Another band of squalls approaches, Longsword,” Allazar called back, “We should take shelter until it passes.”
“I know!” Gawain called back, frustration rising again until a gentle, cloth-wrapped hand gently rested on his chest. “I know...”
“Ranger Arrandel has the watch, G’wain. There are but four lights in the tower according to my Sight. The Graken is dead atop the tower, they are going nowhere.”
“And that’s another thing, what was that contraption out there?”
“Major Tyrane calls it a carriage-bow, it is an ancient Callodonian machine…”
“Tyrane?” Gawain squeaked, “Tyrane is here too?”
“M’lord,” came an answering reply from the depths of the gloom.
“He knows how to operate the machine and insisted on accompanying it.”
“I have lost my mind,” Gawain sighed, “The concussions from the elfwizard’s fire. I am driven mad, or asleep and dreaming. All those left to watch over Last Ridings cannot be here.”
“No, miheth. Much to the disgust of the Crown’s Guard I commanded them to stay, though Meeya is of course with me, and all the Kindred Rangers who answered your call. A great deal has happened since you left your hall, G’wain. Come, sit close to me, it’s cold and will become colder still when the wind and rain return.”
Gawain blinked, staring down into Elayeen’s hazel-green eyes, and felt suddenly tired. It was true that with the Graken dead and the trap halfway up the steps disabled, nothing now remained but to storm the tower. That might once have seemed an easy task, until steaming liquid had spewed from the spout in the north wall and doused the stairway while an elfwizard launched black fireballs into the barracks where Reef had been stationed. The expedition which had set out from Last Ridings was cold, wet, and tired, and needed rest before the final assault. Fresh eyes were on watch, and there was only one duty left to Gawain before he too could settle in his squishing clothes and wait for the coming storm to break and pass.
With a nod to his lady, he borrowed her glowstone, and sought Rochard. He found the dwarf huddled with Segrit, near to where Valin and Meeya sat together. Gawain knelt on one knee, and with as much ceremony as he could muster in the chill of the pass, handed the dwarf his hammer, and chisel.
“Thank you, Rochard. They did the job.”
“Aye, thank you, milord.”
“How’s the eye?”
“Less fuzzy. Should be well enough come the dawn.”
“Rest well. You too, Valin.”
“MiThal. I saw the darkness fade. The steps are safe, and only four lights remain within the tower.”
“I know,” Gawain nodded. “Elayeen has told me. Rest well with your lady, there’ll be no more fighting this night.”
 
With Elayeen wrapped in the folds of his cloak and held close, Gawain clenched his teeth against their chattering and waited for her warmth to join his through their soaked clothing. They had no time to share much in the way of conversation before the rising wind brought with it a lashing rain, though the squalls seemed a little less intense than their predecessors. Still, the rain was heavy, the noise of the gales intense, and speech became impossible, and so they sat in silence, each content to hold the other close and wait for the storm’s passing. With a thousand or more questions wheeling through his mind, Gawain fell asleep.
When he woke, the pass was a little lighter, an iron-grey sky presaging the dawn to come. The winds had abated, the storm had passed, and there were cracks of lighter grey in the overcast which grew wider here and there as the clouds drifted northward. Elayeen stirred in his arms, gently, and peeped out from under his cloak.
“I am awake,” he whispered. “Egrith miheth.”
“Egrith miheth,” she smiled, repeating the elvish lover’s greeting, and leaned up to kiss him before snuggling back again.
“Now what in sight of the sun are you doing here?”
“Helping you wreak vengeance upon the Toorseneth.”
“What happened, E? Tell me.”
She sighed, and her fingers gently beat time with his heart upon his chest while she gathered her thoughts.
“Two days after you left Last Ridings, wizard Corax found the door into the hill. With his wand he found the keyhole, and cleaned out all the mud that had filled it, and together, he and I went in. It is a wonder, though much smaller than Dun Meven. It was in a room there where we found another book, like the one Dannis asked me to make an entry in. The ink was too faded to read, the entries in the tome few. I made my own note upon a fresh page in honour of Dannis, and we explored.
“It was there we found ancient arms and armour, and supplies and clothing laid up and sealed. Wizard Corax declared that some cunning enchantment had been laid within the chamber walls that prevented spoilage or the growth of mould. Everything was sound, though of an age long passed into legend and myth, and there is a wall by a spring of river-water which in the Light of Aemon from the wizard’s wand shows a map identical to the one we saw together at Dun Meven.”
“So you had Tyrane drag an ancient carriage-bow out and charged straight here?”
“No. Hush. The carriage-bow was assembled by the Major from parts he brought with him from Dun Meven. Everything under the hill at Last Ridings is much, much older.”
“Sorry,” Gawain mumbled, and kissed the top of her head to aid his apology.
“At first I decided to seal Crown Peak against an urgent need, and so searched our chambers, found that cursed Shitheen box where you had hidden it, and elected to seal it within the book-chamber under the hill. Wizard Corax assured me that without the key to Aemon’s vault, the box would remain forever undisturbed. So I went in, alone, and at that old table, pondered where to hide the casket, and whether also to hide the key given me by my mother.
“Thinking of the key and my mother brought the wooden box into my hand, and I saw my fingers open it, removing first the bracelet, and then the key. The Morgmetal casket sat on the table next to the great leather and iron-bound book, and it seemed to me that the book was older even than the bracelet and its passing through sixty-two generations of my forebears.”
Elayeen paused, and sighed, and Gawain held her close, not daring to speak.
“I took the key, and put it in the lock. I had only pushed it halfway in when some force seemed to pull it all the way in. The circles engraved around the lock began to glow, and the engravings upon the lid too.”
“You opened it!” Gawain gasped, astonished.
“No. As if under the influence of some spell or enchantment, I tried to turn the key, but it would not move. And the harder I tried, the harder it resisted and the brighter the glow from the circles. I tried to turn the key in both directions. It would not let me. The casket resisted all my attempts. So. I withdrew the key, and put it back in its box, with the bracelet. And while the glowing letters etched in the lid of the casket faded, I finally understood.”
“What? E? Understood what?”
“The box is not for me to open, G’wain. It is intended for the Shimaneth Issilene Merionell. Our son. It is for him to open the casket. I am meant to pass the key to him when he is of age.”
Gawain blinked. “Dwarfspit…”
“So, then, much relieved, I wiped the tears from my eyes and I found a hiding place for the casket. When I left Crown Peak sealed behind me, I saw the machine Major Tyrane calls a carriage-bow, assembled outside your hall. Since he knows well the secret of Dun Meven and has ever been our friend, I had Corax bring him below, and he made a list of all that Crown Peak contains.”
“He’s very good with lists of supplies,” Gawain admitted.
“Later, in the hall, he explained the purpose and mechanism of the machine to me. It is similar to the dwarves’ grappinbow, but much smaller and mounted on wheels to be towed behind horses and deployed against an armoured enemy. He felt it might be of use to us atop Crown Peak, against Graken, perhaps. It is very old. The bowman sits upon a saddle of a kind, and with his feet and legs cranks pedals to draw back the steel rope of its string. A mechanism is then operated by hand to bring a steel arrow into place, the weapon aimed again with pedals, and then the arrow loosed. It is very powerful.”
“So the Graken discovered, and so I saw.”
“When I later announced that I would ride to your aid with the rangers who came in answer to your call, Major Tyrane insisted on accompanying me. He said no-one else would be able to operate the machine as he could, that it would doubtless be of great value against a fortified enemy position, and that he would not forgive himself if anything were to happen to me in your absence and his. I could not refuse him, G’wain, he is of Callodon, though I would have preferred for him to remain at Last Ridings. He is much respected there.”
“He is much respected everywhere since Far-gor, I think. So, there is a refuge below Crown Peak as we believed there might be. The Shitheen casket refuses to be opened, and the rangers arrived in answer to the call. None of this explains why you are here.”
“I have not finished recounting events at Last Ridings, G’wain.”
“Oh. Sorry…”
“When the first ranger arrived in answer to the call it was Foden, once of Minyorn. He arrived on the very same evening wizard Corax found the door to Crown Peak. I sent him to West Forkings to relieve Meeya of her duties there, and she returned with news fresh arrived from Mereton on the lake. It seems word has passed through trading guilds of events in Juria, passing downriver to Sudshear and by ship to Nordshear and beyond to Mornland. People are greatly alarmed by Hellin’s new association with Elvendere.
“More, news and rumours were rife of a sea-battle, one of Callodon’s ships badly damaged and lives lost turning back a vessel they say flew pennants with an emblem not seen on the seas before.”
“What emblem?”
“An M of jagged silver lightning on a field of black, the tip of the pennant likewise silver.”
“An M? Maraciss, or Morloch?”
“No-one knows, miheth. The enemy vessel was badly stricken and turned back towards the western reaches of the Sea of Hope, or so they say along the river. But many of the rumours, Meeya told me, spoke of a powerful wizard aboard that vessel, with a staff that loosed black fire a great distance.”
“Does Corax know of this?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Hopefully he has told Allazar and will spare me the trouble. Are you warm enough?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“Rumours of sea-battles and gossip about Hellin of Juria did not bring you here.”
“Not in themselves, no miheth, but I could think of only one destination along this coast for a ship carrying a dark wizard. Unless of course the enemy was planning to sail into Sudshear and wreak havoc there.”
“Unlikely.”
“I know,” Elayeen replied sweetly. “But then official word came by courier, along with other Rangers, and the word from Callodon was that Port Yarris had also discovered a crop of whipweed in its fields. There was also confirmation of the sea-battle, and details of the pennants seen flying from the masts of the enemy ship by survivors aboard the Seasprake, the vessel of Brock’s fleet which drove the enemy back towards Gorian waters.”
Dawn was approaching, the sky becoming lighter, and people beginning to stir in the pass. Elayeen shifted her weight a little, and stretched her legs, boots scraping lightly on the rocky path beneath them.
“With the word from Callodon came a warning to beware ships flying such emblems, and also information that Brock had given the order to his fleet to patrol the Bay of Callodon and pursue to destruction any such vessels. He was worried, he said, that the enemy ship was not as badly damaged as the Seasprake had been, and that the vessel might turn about again and continue its journey east.”
“Brock believed it might return?”
“Yes, and he was in possession of facts from the survivors aboard the Seasprake. I believe that many of the rumours concerning the amount of damage inflicted upon the enemy were deliberately exaggerated to reassure people living on Callodon’s coast. So too does Major Tyrane.”
“Dwarfspit.”
“Yes. It was Brock’s warnings and a combination of other reasons drove me here with the rangers and with Major Tyrane. He assured me that the carriage-bow would be far more effective against a vessel offshore than longbows, especially if shot from the top of a cliff. We know the Toorsencreed were in league with Pelliman Goth of the far west. It was he delivered seed and spore by ship to this tower before a storm drove the vessel aground in Arrun.”
“True. Not even the Toorseneth would dare transport such stuff through the forest to their own tower at Ostinath, and certainly not with the Sight silently spreading there and able to detect it.”
“G’wain we have vexed the Toorseneth, you and I. We have seen only ‘weed and ‘bulb, and Graken. What if now they wish to create other evils to send against us, or against these friendly lands? What if the ship bearing a dark wizard of great power is Pelliman Goth returning, to deliver more terrible weapons into the hands of those here in Urgenenn’s Tower? What if the Toorseneth could loose Grimmand and Kiromok, or worse, upon us and our people?”
Gawain’s stomach lurched, and he didn’t answer.
“Word spread as word does along the Sudenstem, word of your actions in rushing to the aid of West Forkings, even with so small a force as you have at your command. The people there are fiercely proud of you, G’wain, for answering their call. But I knew that word would spread, our enemies would learn that I was alone at Last Ridings, and in spite of the protection Crown Peak would offer, and knowing of the possible threat to you here from a dark wizard’s ship, I came. I would rather vex the Toorseneth here than sit in the cold dark under the hill waiting and hoping for your return.”
Gawain hugged her tighter.
“Ranger Leeny, my queen,” he whispered, and when she turned her surprised and delighted face towards his, he kissed her, tenderly, with love and great pride.
“Now,” she sighed happily, “Tell my why you ignored that great big arrow on the wall and went the other way. General opinion is that you spent about ten days in the east before taking the marked path that led us all here. If you hadn’t, we would not have caught up with you here so quickly.”
“Ah. That’s a rather long story. I’ll let the wizard tell it back at the hall, I think.”
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42. Doubt and Fitness
 
“Four lights in the tower,” Gawain announced to the gathering, all of them standing casually in an arc around him, most eating a breakfast of freenmek or frak. “A wizard of the ToorsenViell, two of the ‘gard, and perhaps a See-eelan. They have no way out but the portal above the steps. We likewise have no way in but the same portal, now that the steps are cleared.”
“Cleared, m’lord?” Tyrane asked, and Gawain nodded.
“They were blocked by a dark power, similar to the Black Scythe set beneath the pass in the last valley.”
“Black Scythe?” Elayeen frowned.
Gawain blinked. “The name Allazar has given to the slab of graven rock buried at the centre of the entrance to the last valley. You would have seen it?”
“Yes, miheth.”
“To step on it would mean death, blades of black fire scything anything within its range. Suffice to say the enemy had a device of a similar kind, or worse, set in the steps of the pedestal. That’s why Allazar and I were labouring under fire from above, to disarm that trap and thus permit an advance to the portal. Now that we know they have other defences, such as boiling liquids to rain down upon us, I think our next assault will be rather more circumspect.”
“Such is my hope too, Longsword, though I am well rested and Baramenn’s Shield easily deflects such primitive defences as boiling oil or caustic liquids.”
“Well, now that our spare wizard has obliged us by coming here instead of waiting to be sent for, perhaps we’ll risk a head-on charge. What say you to that, Allazar?”
“Ah.”
“Indeed,” Gawain smiled. “And now we learn of the possibility that a Goth-lord from the west with a boat-load of unpleasantness may be attempting to penetrate Callodon’s sea-borne defences in order perhaps to land their foul cargo here. Added to this, today is the twenty-third. In five days from now the Graken arrives from Elvendere…” and he paused at the gasps of dismay from the rangers before continuing:
“Alas yes, the Graken you all loosed upon yesterday lies dead atop the tower here. But supplies arrive from the west, borne on the back of another Graken ridden by a wizard of the Toorseneth. We saw some of those supplies transferred to the Graken-rider here, who promptly took to the air to drop foul rain upon friendly lands. It was returning from that mission when you loosed your arrows upon it. From the events we have witnessed, we now believe that the seed and spore afflicting our allies is made by the Toorseneth, either in the tower itself, or in some other place in or around the ruins of Ostinath.”
There was a silence then, elves blinking and clenching their teeth against the rage building at the enormity of the Toorsencreed’s treachery. Gawain let them feel the burning of that rage a little longer before continuing.
“So. Our first task is to destroy the tower here, and the Toorsencreed occupants within it. We will then deploy and await the arrival of the Graken from the west in five days’ time, and, hopefully, take that particular bastard alive to answer the many questions I am sure we all have for him.”
A grim resolve seemed to sweep over the rangers at that last remark, and though Gawain knew that in fact taking the Graken-riding elfwizard alive might prove difficult, they would try, and if they succeeded, there most certainly would be answers forthcoming from the traitor.
“Major Tyrane?”
“M’lord.”
“That contraption of yours, how many more bolts do you have for it?”
“Eighteen, m’lord. We brought two canisters of ten with it, and loosed only two last night.”
“Can you hit the portal with it?”
The Callodonian officer blinked. “Narrowly missed the loophole above the portal, m’lord, and then only because of sudden gust of wind. Door’s considerably bigger, and if it’s ordinary wood braced with iron straps, bolts should make a proper mess of it, if they don’t go clean through.”
Gawain smiled grimly. “Excellent. I don’t want you to waste any shots though. We may need them should the ship put in an appearance. Corax, can you shield the Major and a small contingent gathered about him?”
“I believe so, my lord. The mouth of the pass is beyond the range of the Viell in the tower. As long as I am not required to deflect too many impacts, I believe I can hold all safe behind the Shield of Baramenn. It is only common arrows we face there.”
“One common arrow is all it takes. Reef?”
“Sire?”
“New duty. You are now my lady’s shadow, and as far as you’re concerned, it’s always noon.”
“Sire,” Reef smiled, and eased his broad-shouldered bulk around to loom over Elayeen.
“Segrit?”
“Milord?”
“Nip back to the horses, if you please, and fetch two of the captured maroons back here. Valin, Meeya, please go with him. Keep good watch, at the end of the pass. I don’t want anything sneaking up behind us the way we snuck up on them here.”
“MiThal.”
The three eased through the throng and jogged away up the path. Gawain cast a glance overhead, skies clearing slowly, small squads of blue sky fighting massed ranks of grey cloud and winning.
“MiThalin,” Gawain smiled at Elayeen, “While we’re waiting, please reintroduce me to the rangers, it’s been some time since I spoke with them at Far-gor and I fear my memory for faces isn’t helped by the darkening cloths everyone’s wearing.”
“Isst, miThal,” Elayeen replied formally, and named the Kindred Rangers, each of whom saluted and pulled down cloths from their faces as the roll was called. Arrandel, Kiran, Nuryan, Venderrian (who preferred to be called simply ‘Ven’), and Yago. Foden, Elayeen declared, had remained on patrol around West Forkings and Last Ridings.
Gawain returned the salutes, sizing them all up with a professional eye.
“You found the elven longshafts and bows we left gathered by the horses?”
“We did,” Elayeen replied. “And they are welcome, the arrows especially. It has been a long time since some of us have enjoyed the accuracy of well-matched and well-made arrows.”
“With luck we may find more in what’s left of the barracks hut by the tower. Its southern end was struck by black fire and the wall split open, but the contents should remain unharmed except perhaps by rain. Other supplies may be found in the tower, once we’ve breached it. We must be careful though, we’ll need the Sight to ensure no dark surprises wait for us within those walls.”
“A good point well-made, Longsword,” Allazar announced, his features stern. “I would not put it past such a treacherous enemy to have set more traps for the unwary inside the tower. Perhaps it might be wise for myself and Met Corax to enter first, once the breach is made?”
“It’ll be you on your own, you lazy goit. Corax will be needed here to shield our friends. Tyrane, how quickly can you load and shoot that carriage-bow?”
“If I pedal fast enough, m’lord, seven or eight shots in a minute.”
“Good. I’ll want two, into the portal, halfway between its left side as we view it, and its centre. Its hinges are on the right, from our position, and it will be stronger on that side.”
“And what are we to do, my lord, while you and wizard Allazar risk all?” Elayeen asked, her voice and her gaze firm.
“Under cover of the shield Corax wields, use your considerable skills to put those new-found elvish arrows through the loopholes wherever you see signs of movement. If you can nail those within before Allazar and I enter, so much the better. If not, at least you might encourage them to keep their heads down and not drop things upon ours. You Sighted rangers have a great advantage, you’ll be able to see clearly which loopholes the enemy choose to stand behind. Don’t waste your arrows, shoot only when your Sight reveals a target to be hit. You’ll also be able to see Allazar and I, though hopefully no-one in the tower will notice us.”
“The ToorsenViell might feel a Cloak of Quintinenn, Longsword, I would not put all your trust in that artifice.”
“During last night’s action it’s doubtful that anyone in the tower noticed Corax. I certainly didn’t, thanks to the precautions our lady took. With the darkening cloths worn by all, I wouldn’t have known wife from wizard, and didn’t. We’ve no need to hide behind darkening cloths now, so with any luck, if the elfbeard in the tower does feel anything trembling in his stick, he’ll believe it Corax, shielding the carriage-bow and the rangers behind it.”
“Ah. Leaving us at liberty to sneak unobserved around the clearing and up the steps. I understand.”
“Good.”
“How will I know when to shoot at the door, m’lord?”
“I’ll signal. Don’t worry, you’ll see us, we’ll be clear to either side of the door away from your target. There is a narrow ledge running around the front of the tower, only a foot or so wide, but enough for Allazar and I to move clear of the spout above the doorway once we’re up the steps. The wizard’s Cloak cannot hide me when we are separated.”
“Maroons, milord,” Segrit announced his arrival. “Ranger Meeya holds the entrance to the pass, Ranger Valin is at the bend halfway to relay any signals.”
“Excellent. You know how to launch these, Segrit?”
“Aye Milord.”
Allazar’s eyes narrowed. “What are you planning, Longsword?”
“When we are in position and Tyrane has nailed the door, Segrit will launch the two maroons, as close together as possible, aiming directly for the tower halfway up. When the maroons burst, Allazar, you will kindly pour white fire into the steel bolts shot into the door from Tyrane’s machine. That’ll hopefully render the portal extinct, clearing the way for us to enter, or at least to stand beneath the door’s lintel safe from assault from above.”
“You will need a ranger’s Sight to warn of any darkness within,” Elayeen insisted.
“Ranger Valin had difficulty seeing through the walls of the tower,” Allazar declared, leaning on his staff. “It is indeed possible some dark trap like the step or the Scythe lurks beyond the threshold.”
“Possibly. Though it won’t be you whose Sight serves us there, miThalin. That tower’s stood for more than three centuries and there’s no telling what evil we’ll find within its walls. That’s a Toorsen tower, you shall not set foot in it. Ranger Ven, when the way is clear, the door removed, and you judge it safe so to do, by all means join us.”
“MiThal.”
“Corax.”
“My lord?”
“Keep that staff of yours clearly visible when you raise your shield. I want them to see it, and to fix their gaze on you. If they believe you’re the only wizard in our contingent, Allazar and I have a better chance of carrying this off.”
“My lord.”
“Anyone in doubt?”
No replies.
“Anyone unfit?”
Again, silence.
“Good. My lady will command the pass and the carriage-bow contingent when Allazar and I depart under the wizard’s Cloak. Keep good watch, up as well as down. We don’t know if the Toorseneth is limited to one supply visit every eight days. In fact, we don’t know that this is their only stronghold on this coast. Let’s prepare.”
Rangers drifted down the pass towards the mucky end, flexing muscles, testing bowstrings and tendons both, Corax in the lead with Tyrane a couple of paces behind. Allazar remained near Gawain, who stood quietly gazing at Elayeen, waiting for her to protest his orders. To his credit, Reef remained standing directly behind her, arms folded stoically.
Elayeen, for her part, held his gaze, and though no challenge was forthcoming, it was clearly there in her eyes.
“I mean it, E. You shall not set foot inside that tower. And for the sake of our unborn son, you shall obey me in this. The same reasons which drove you from Threlland will keep you from the Tower of Urgenenn. And if they’re not enough, Reef has my express and sincere permission to break both your legs if it’s necessary to prevent you moving within twenty yards of it.”
The challenge in her eyes faded, and Gawain thought he glimpsed a little fear in its place. He leaned forward, and completely unconcerned by the presence of those about him, he kissed her. “Watch well and keep safe, miheth,” he whispered.
“You still have many deeds to do,” she whispered back, “Don’t let any of them be foolish ones.”
With a nod, he drew back, glanced at Reef, and turned to walk with Allazar towards the mouth of the pass.
“Are you strong enough for this, Allazar?” he asked softly. “Your shield took a battering last night.”
“I am well rested, thank you, Longsword. You need have no fear for me.”
“Don’t tell Elayeen, but I rather fear for both of us, now the time has come.”
“Times like this, I miss the old and supremely confident Longsword. Or rather the young and impulsive one. This older and wiser king offers no comfort at all.”
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43. Knock, Knock
 
Corax was astonishingly brazen when he stepped out from the mouth of the pass, staff held high in his right hand, quietly muttering a chant which produced and held a Shield of Baramenn before him. No sooner did he do so than an arrow flashed white from the topmost loophole of the tower, rebounding harmlessly from the Shield while Tyrane clambered into the wheeled grappinbow-in-miniature and began pedalling, legs pumping furiously.
Beside him, Kindred Rangers knelt and returned the tower’s sharp greeting, loosing a volley which sped through the very loophole from which the first shot of the engagement had come. But then Allazar was tugging insistently on Gawain’s arm, and from that point, all their attention was on hastening to the corral where four nervous, bedraggled, and thoroughly miserable horses twitched and trembled pitifully.
Gawain’s heart went out to them, noting the feed-trough and water-trough both filled with water, the squalls overnight leaving the animals hungry and cold. But he had greater concerns, the sounds of bows thrumming from the pass punctuating the need for haste to accomplish a task much more important than the welfare of animals. He made a silent promise to tend them well, later, should the taking of the tower prove successful.
From the corral they moved unseen to the north end of the barracks cabin, and there paused. Allazar dropped Quintinenn’s Cloak, leaned back against the logs of the wall, and waited, catching his breath after the dash.
“Thought you said you weren’t unfit,” Gawain muttered quietly.
“I am fit for my duties,” the wizard replied, “Just suffering a little from sleeping on a cold rock floor drenched in freezing rain. I am not a warrior trained for such suffering.”
Gawain grinned. “One of these days you’ll have to tell me how old you really are.”
“No,” Allazar replied, “I won’t. Are you ready to begin again?”
“Wait a moment…” Gawain knelt, and peeped through a crack where two logs of the north and east walls abutted. “From the loopholes and what I gleaned from E and the rangers, I’d say there are three floors in the tower. The ground floor immediately behind the door. A middle floor, in the foot of which is the channel or spout through which they tried to pour hot liquid on our heads, and the upper floor where the elfbeards resided. Above that, the platform where the Graken landed.”
“And nothing remains now of that foul creature but a scorch upon the stones.”
“Indeed. We missed its conflagration when we retreated into the pass last night.”
“I doubt it would have been anything to write a ballad about. It would simply have smouldered and fizzled in the rain.”
“From what I can see, it appears the ground floor has been vacated. Shooting is coming from the second and third floors, two apiece.”
“Any mystic fire?”
“No. Arrows only, when they’re brave enough to try for a shot. The rangers are a formidable weapon in this siege, Allazar, they’re not giving the enemy much of a chance to shoot back.”
“Good. Met Corax might be able to sustain his shield longer with nothing to weaken it but his own lack of training with a staff of full length.”
Gawain became suddenly alarmed. “Is the shield likely to fail, then?”
“It will always fail in time, Longsword, like common muscles holding a weight with arm outstretched, eventually it will weaken and collapse.”
“Dwarfspit. We’d better move then.”
Gawain eased back, allowing Allazar to step around him. With a nod, the wizard enveloped them in Quintinenn’s Cloak once more, and they bent low, scurrying to the western side of the steps at the foot of the pedestal wall.
“Cloak, or Shield?” Allazar whispered, “For when we ascend? They may not be able to see us from their height and the thickness of the walls.”
“They seemed to see us well enough yesterday,” Gawain reminded the wizard. “Cloak. We must separate at the top anyway, and neither the mystic cloak nor your Borodin’s Shield will cover me when we do.”
“It is Baramenn’s Shield,” Allazar protested, and then caught the flicker of a smile twitching at the corners Gawain’s mouth. “You are impossible, Longsword!”
“Watch the rangers, beardy, we go the moment they loose their next salvo.”
They waited then, hearts hammering, and they saw three bows presented and loosed.
“Go,” Gawain hissed, and they scurried along the pedestal’s cliff face, and began the climb up the steps.
In the dry, keeping their footing was a little easier, and whatever caustic liquid or oil had been poured down from overhead had washed away in the storms, leaving the steps black, smooth, and insanely uneven. If it had been Urgenenn himself who’d cut them, the crazy angles and slopes of the treads and risers were a testament to the treacherous wizard’s warped and twisted state of mind. At the centre of the stairway they paused, eyed each other briefly and then gazed at the graven step, and the symbol smashed away which Allazar had identified. Then with no further hesitation, they continued up, unhindered save for the disorienting nature of the staircase itself.
At the top, standing directly before the portal, the narrow ledge running around the foot of the tower was level, and rough-hewn, much to their relief. Gawain glanced upward as something dripped onto the ground between them, but it seemed to be nothing but rainwater run-off from the spout. But it was portent enough of the dangers they faced, and they quickly separated, taking positions a foot or so to each side of the iron-braced door.
Close up, the door seemed much less imposing than from below. The wood was grey with age, its grain opened by long years of exposure to sun, rain, and salt spray, the bolts holding the hinge-braces rusting and mottled. Another example of mystic arrogance, Gawain thought, sidling along the tower wall and glancing up to confirm he was located in the space between two loopholes high above. The occupants simply never expected any unwelcome guests to come a-knocking.
With a nod to Allazar and an acknowledgement received, he raised his arm, and then pointed towards the portal.
Instantly he saw the wheeled carriage-bow jolt, had a vague impression of something dull streaking towards him, but was then promptly deafened by a high-pitched crack! of a concussion when the three foot six-inch steel bolt slammed into the door. It had hit the curling ornate end of the centre hinge-brace, bursting through the softer iron and sending a crack some two inches wide running top to bottom of the portal. Perhaps ten inches of the missile still stood proud of the door on their side.
Another glance at Allazar, shock mirrored on the wizard’s face, and then both of them started with such alarm they almost lost their footing on the ledge when a second missile blasted into the portal perhaps three inches lower than the first.
Allazar presented the Dymendin, its end within two feet of the steel rods projecting from the sundered wood. Gawain was rather alarmed to see that the end of the staff was also pointing directly at him, and promptly eased himself down as low as he could go without falling off the ledge. Another hasty hand-signal towards the pass, and he smiled up at the wizard and winked.
“Knock, knock!” he announced, and then the first maroon burst with another teeth-rattling concussion above them, then the second, purple sparks and larger pieces of brightly-burning debris flying in all directions.
Allazar loosed his white fire, a broad streamer striking the steel missiles, arcing and racing along the iron braces, and then Gawain closed his eyes and threw his arm over his face. With an immense roar which echoed from within the tower, the door burst like matchwood, splinters flying in all directions.
Gawain glanced up, dust and debris and clouds of smoke billowing around them from maroons and Allazar’s mystic blast, and then a third steel bolt cracked through the gaping doorway to slam into the rock wall on the far side of the tower. This was followed by a small cloud of white streaks, elves and dwarves bringing their arms to bear through the portal, lest anything or anyone be laying in wait in the gloom.
He was just considering how he would compliment Elayeen for her somewhat over-cautious foresight when a crackling river of black fire lanced out from within the tower to arc and dance upon the rocks some ten yards in front of Tyrane’s carriage-bow.
Stunned, blinking in utter surprise, Gawain watched as another gout of fire blew through the shattered portal, creeping closer to Elayeen’s front line. Sounds from within, boots crunching, and Gawain instinctively drew the longsword and stood with his back to the wall of the tower, ready to swing at whoever or whatever emerged from the portal. Allazar stood gaping, braced with his staff held at the ready, and then a black-clad figure stepped through the doorway, a thick black staff of his own in his hand, a hand clad in the black steel gauntlet of charmed armour.
From the staff it held burst a familiar black and smoky disk, elvish arrows promptly incinerating upon the shield, and a malevolent guttural chuckle, entirely without mirth, reminded Gawain immediately of Salaman Goth. The dark wizard stepped another pace forward, shield still raised, and both Gawain and Allazar froze, noting the familiar iron mask of the Goth.
Rage billowed, but before Gawain had a chance to swing his blade around into that shield, Tyrane loosed again, and the Goth’s arrogance evaporated, the impact of the steel missile blasting him back off his feet, shield and all, hurling him backwards into the depths of the tower.
Gawain screamed, “Vex!” but Allazar, screaming nothing intelligible in the language of wizards, beat him to the doorway, and into the tower.
Gawain was inches behind the wizard, and recognised his mistake immediately when Allazar unleashed white fire in the gloomy interior. The Goth had his shield still in place, and was staggering to his feet, watched by three gaping Meggen standing near a large open trapdoor in the floor at the southern side of the room. Debris was everywhere, bodies too, Meggen shot through with elvish arrows and one pinned to the southern wall by a bolt from Tyrane’s carriage-bow.
All this Gawain saw in the flash of Allazar’s fire, and then the two wizards were doing battle, shields and staves crashing and crackling against one another.
“Yattar!” a Meggen screamed, drawing his mace from a loop where it hung at his belt, but Gawain had already dashed to his left, clearing the portal, bringing the sword into play and hacking through the shouting Meggen’s left arm and chest.
Another arrow sped through the opening, through the space where Gawain had been standing, and its elven steel broadhead point neatly sliced open a Meggen’s neck, blood jetting instantly as the shaggy-haired and bearded creature staggered and clutched at his open throat.
Light, black and white, danced from bare rock walls and the wood beams of the ceiling high overhead. Steel clashed against steel, and when Gawain beat the third Meggen back and thrust the longsword through the reeking enemy’s chest, he promptly sheathed the mighty blade, and drew instead his shortsword and long knife.
Lightning danced where mystic staves clashed, the Goth and Allazar enveloped in streamers of crackling energies, physical strength as well as mystic employed in a stave-to-stave and toe-to-toe battle to the death.
A shadow, and Venderrian practically flew threw the doorway, bow in his left hand, sword in his right.
“Cover the hole, Ven!” Gawain screamed as the elf dashed to his left around the wall of the circular room, giving the wizards as wide a berth as possible.
The ranger saw the gaping rectangular hole, sheathed his sword, nocked an arrow and waited, poised to shoot anything which might emerge from below.
With the trapdoor covered, Gawain crouched and leapt across the opening towards the stone staircase leading up to the floor above. More arcing and crackling, the hairs on his neck and arms tingling. He dodged backward, and a fizzling and somewhat puny-looking streamer of grey-black fire from the floor above scorched the rock where he’d been standing.
“Your life is mine, pig of the D’ith!” the Goth screamed, driving Allazar back towards the wall beside the portal by main force alone, an edge of rising desperation in his voice while Allazar’s staff glowed brighter, and brighter still.
Gawain, twelve feet behind the dark wizard, noted the Goth’s charmed armour, stained and scratched, possibly by elven arrows, and could contain his rage no longer. He simply threw the shortsword behind him at the foot of the stairs, drew a stone-tipped arrow, and hurled it into the back of the Goth’s right shoulder. Charmed armour flashed and crackled, and Gawain unsheathed the Sword of Justice, and felt it humming in his grasp.
The iron-masked wizard might perhaps have felt something of the sword’s mystic power over the pain of the arrow and the surging of mystic power from Allazar’s staff, but far too late. Three great strides, and Gawain plunged the sword through the Goth’s failed armour as though it were cheesecloth, and through his spine likewise, just above the pelvis. Its point burst through the dark wizard’s abdomen, and Gawain was suddenly holding the full weight of the Goth, the foul creature’s legs utterly useless.
“Knock, knock!” Gawain screamed into the ear behind the iron mask, “Guess who!” and ripped the sword out, letting the Goth fall.
The dark wizard fell on his back, staring straight up at Gawain through the eyeholes of his mask, eyes black with aquamire, and very wide. He tried to push himself up with his arms, but failed, and reached for his fallen staff, but failed. The Eye of Morloch, wide open but strangely clouded, slipped from his chest to plop on its chain on the rock floor by his right shoulder.
Allazar pushed the business end of the Dymendin under the Goth’s chin, and applied pressure.
“Your name, vermin! And the name of him you serve!”
The Goth hissed and gurgled, attempting laughter, and then a single strand of white lighting snaked the length of Allazar’s staff and danced upon the iron face of the stricken foe.
“Kallaman!” the Goth cried, “I am Kallaman Goth, and Maraciss is my master! We will consume you all!”
And with a cry of disgust, Allazar thrust the staff further, and with a burst of white fire, blew the Goth’s head apart.
“MiThal!” Venderrian called, and Gawain turned to see steaming liquid trickling down the stone staircase behind him.
“Allazar!”
“Back, both of you!” the wizard cried, “It is caustic, and its very fume burns!”
Both retreated back to the open portal, and gazed in awe as the liquid pooled on the rock floor and spread, dripping into the gaping maw of the trapdoor, touching the steel of Gawain’s discarded shortsword and beginning to bubble there, dissolving the steel where it came into contact with the metal.
“Is the sword of value!” Allazar demanded.
Gawain stared at the wizard, seeing for the first time a bright light burning in eyes both ancient and furious, all pretence at subservience gone, the wizard all wild mystic power, seething.
“Not now it’s not,” he managed, and blinked.
Allazar spun around and raised the staff, the Goth’s blood dripping from its end, and a blast of the Surge swept the liquid and the sword back against the wall. He strode forward, and loosed another Surge, this one immense, sending it up the stairs and into the room above. There came the sound of shattering glass, and screams of agony. Fire came next, Allazar planting the staff and radiating ripples of power, vaporising the liquid and then burning away the vapour, so that nothing but a fine white powder marked the floor, stairs, and walls where the caustic solution had flowed.
Without hesitation, and as reinforcements of dwarves and elves burst through the portal, Allazar strode up those steps, shield raised. Gawain had to force shocked legs into motion, seeing the wizard as he’d never been seen before, terrifying of aspect, venting mystic fury and leaving a strong smell of bleach and ozone in his wake.
Gawain managed to point to the trapdoor, leaving his men to guard it or advance down its steps, he left the decision entirely to them as he strode up the stairs behind Allazar. The wizard was already making his way up the next flight, entirely unconcerned by the mess smouldering on the second floor.
Two elves of the Toorsengard, officers perhaps, though it was difficult to tell, had been standing next to neat line of what had been large, old, wicker-clad carboys of green glass, presumably once filled with the caustic liquid which they’d been pouring down the steps. A large stone channel led to an opening in the wall, and thence to the spout from which the liquid had poured onto the steps below last night. Allazar’s Surge had bowled the elves over, and shattered the glassware. Huge wooden floor-beams still smoked, though the remains of the elves were little more than a mass of ooze, slowly bubbling, steaming, and dissolving. Gawain ignored the lurching of his stomach, and flicked a gaze around the room.
Arrows, many broken against the south wall, lay scattered about, and another elf in the robes of a See-eelan lay dead. An elfin, he corrected himself, noting idly that the female had been shot through the right eye, probably while aiming an arrow through the loophole lightwell at his friends below.
But then he moved, a loud whump! from above reminding him that Allazar was raging through the tower. He took the steps two at a time, and burst into the room. More dead were here, including a Meggen and one of the ToorsenViell. But it was the living that drew Gawain’s attention.
Allazar stood over the downed elfwizard, who was stripped half naked and wore heavy bandaging around his shoulders and left arm. A hastily-whittled stick lay nearby, crude runes burned into its thicker end, a rushed replacement for one dropped from a Graken’s back, perhaps.
“You are Raheen,” the elfwizard laughed, and coughed. “Raheen himself, come to end the world! The Sceptre spoke truth, oh, how you do blunder about the place!”
Gawain became aware of Venderrian and then Segrit behind him.
“Oh!” the Viell cried, “What’s this? Traitors, and little people of the mountains!”
“Trouble below, Segrit?”
“No milord. No trouble at all.”
“Call the others up. I wish them to see this, and hear what this pig has to say for himself.”
“Milord.”
Gawain stepped forward, the tip of his longsword preceding him, hovering threateningly over the floor. He flipped away the bodged wand, and then rested his hands on the pommel of the sword, gazing down into the elfwizard’s eyes in disgust.
“Yes, Toorsenpig, you heard correctly. No trouble below. The blood you see dripping from the end of the White Staff is all that is left of Kallaman Goth’s head. The Men of Gothen did not end so abruptly.”
Again the elfwizard laughed, eyes wide with a strange kind of terror or madness, Gawain couldn’t tell which.
“Ah, and neither shall the world, now you have brought about its downfall!”
“Speak, vermin of the tower,” Allazar demanded, and his voice seemed to charge the very air about them all, drawing the Viell’s attention immediately and stifling all laughter. “Your name, and the master you serve!”
“I am Obin of the medyen-Viell, and I serve Toorsen’s will!” the elfwizard replied, as Rochard and the other rangers assembled, bearing witness to all that followed.
“Toorsen is dead,” Gawain spat, “And so are you.”
“Toorsen lives!” Obin shouted defiantly, “The very walls of the Toorseneth breath for him! His tower stands imbued with his power! His will shall prevail, there shall be harmony and balance!”
“Cease your prattling, worm of a witless traitor’s creed!” Allazar commanded, staff poised, “You shall answer truthfully or you shall linger long and in great misery!”
“What means this alliance with the Goth of Goria!” Gawain demanded. “What fresh evil have you loosed upon our lands? Answer, or watch while parts of you are burned away!”
“I am dead already!” Obin cried, “Pierced by an arrow which passed through the Graken’s wing and spread the poison of its blood in me! Nothing you can do will make me linger here! Though I would, oh yes I would linger, even in misery, if only to see the ending of your world!”
Gawain swung the point of the blade to his right, and pressed it into the elfwizard’s ankle. Obin screamed, and to reinforce his point, Gawain gave the sword a slight twist.
“Now, speak!”
“You fool! You blundering fool! You have ended your world! You destroyed Kallaman Goth, sent here monthss ago to observe the keeping of the faith between the Creed and Maraciss of Simania!”
Elves gasped.
“You are allied to Goria?” Gawain demanded, astonished.
“We are allied to its power! Not its people! We needed that which only the Goth-lords of Empire can provide so that we can maintain the balance!”
“Balance? Where was the balance when Raheen was destroyed! Where was the balance when Morloch’s Ramoth enslaved the lowlands! Where was your precious balance when ten thousand Morlochmen marched south from the Teeth!”
“The light was too bright! It needed dimming so that order might be restored!”
“Order?” Allazar gasped, disgusted, “Morloch holds the west and you ally yourself with his foul servants!”
“We needed only the tools their power brings forth, we do not bow to Morloch’s will! But they would not trust us! They blamed us for the loss of Pelliman Goth’s ship and his forces and they trusted us not! But Pelliman Goth was returned to them, agreement was reached, agreement long in the making, for seed, spore and spawn to be given in return for free passage near our western border, and the harrying of Callodon to prevent a crossing of the Ostern.”
“Traitors!” Venderrian spat. “End this filth now, miThal, I beg you!”
“Wait. Spawn you said, spawn of what?”
“Ah, you will know! You will know it, Raheen, when it comes!”
Again, Obin coughed, and a trickle of blood ran from his nose.
“And come it shall,” he continued. “So too Maraciss!”
“He will not cross the Ostern, Zercees his brother is his enemy, the golden throne of Zanatheum his sole ambition!”
Obin’s eyes widened, and he blinked.
“Oh,” Gawain leaned down, “Did you think us ignorant of events in the Empire? Did you think us ignorant of Maraciss and his fratricidal intent?”
“With alliance came a threat!” Obin insisted, but it was too late, his confidence and his air of smug triumph broken on the realisation that Gawain knew far more of events in the world than the Toorseneth suspected.
“What threat?” Allazar demanded.
“Kallaman Goth was sent here with Meggen to observe the keeping of our bargain! Our part, the harrying of Callodon to keep them from the west and from Pellarn! Pelliman Goth himself carried word to us that should we fail or should we betray our bargain, the forces of Simania would sweep across the Ostern and end these eastern lands! Already a ship comes from Goria bearing Pelliman Goth, and when he discovers his brother’s death here, he will speed to Maraciss, and bring down the wrath of the Lord of Simania upon you all! Blundering fool! You killed Kallaman Goth! You have killed your world!”
“I have bad news for you, Toorsenvak. Pelliman Goth is not coming. His ship was last seen burning and fleeing for home, savaged by the Seasprake of Callodon’s fleet. The only ending here is yours, and this tower’s, and later, when I get there, I will leave of the Toorseneth nothing but a smoking hole in the ground, and we shall see how well the ghost of Toorsen breathes through the dust of chaos left in my wake!”
And with that, Gawain raised the sword, and saw the despair and loss in Obin’s eyes, and with a mighty swing, cleaved the elfwizard from crotch to crown.
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44. Afterglow
 
“Nuryan.”
“MiThal.”
“Advise my lady of events here, assure her we are yet well and unharmed. Tell her we’ll rejoin her when a search has been made of this place.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Segrit, what was below, at the foot of the steps below the trapdoor?”
“A cave, milord, large, smooth, and wizard-made I’d say. In it, cages, three of them, empty. Small, might take a small dog, each one. Ropes too, hanging with pulleys, and a small boat.”
“A boat?”
“Aye milord. Fair way down to the sea from the cave, but I reckon the ropes are long enough.”
Gawain nodded. “Allazar and I will take a look later.”
“Big enough for a Graken, too, milord,” Rochard added. “If one could fly in from the sea.”
“Aye,” Segrit agreed. “Looked like them Meggen had been quartered there too. Muck everywhere.”
“The rock of the tower and its plinth is dark, and heavy,” Allazar announced, his voice his own once more, though edged with anger and disgust. He was eyeing the walls, and they followed his gaze, noting the symbols scratched upon them, scratches everywhere, as if the blocks of stone had been used for notebooks.
“Should you be reading that?” Gawain asked, faintly alarmed.
“No, perhaps I should not. Mostly it is insane babbling in the archaic language of wizards, doubtless scratched there by Urgenenn himself,” Allazar shook his head with loathing. “Met Corax declares the mound of rock which serves as the tower’s pedestal a remnant of some ancient volcano, a nub of some dark volcanic glass mixed with other minerals. It is doubtless why Ranger Valin and our Sighted friends had trouble seeing the lights within, and why they saw not the presence of the Goth and the Meggen in the cavern below.”
“Do you think it worth searching this place, Allazar, for documents or such things?”
“A cursory glance, Longsword. I doubt there will be anything of value here.”
“Ven, does the Sight reveal anything we should be cautious of here?”
“Nai, miThal. Nothing dark or light.”
“Good. A quick look around then, and its back to the pass. Our lady will be worried.”
Gawain signalled Allazar to follow him, and they climbed the stairs to the roof of the tower, throwing open another trapdoor and admitting fresh breezes. On the scorched platform where the Graken had been destroyed lay the distorted remains of the carriage-bow bolt which had killed it, and little else besides. They stepped closer to the breech in the wall, and Gawain waved down to Elayeen, a slight, black-clad figure at the pass, tiny seen from the vantage of the tower. He knew she was watching his light, and was not surprised when she promptly waved back, and Reef, too, standing behind her.
“It’s no wonder they had a hard time when Urgenenn himself dwelled here,” Gawain muttered. “This tower must be entirely destroyed. It cannot be permitted to stand, or to be rebuilt.”
“Agreed.”
“Are you all right, Allazar? You seemed not yourself, below.”
“I am well, thank you for asking, Longsword.”
“Hmm.”
They walked to the southern side, and gazed out at the Sea of Callodon. It was choppy, white horses riding the peaks of the waves, occasional flecks of foam drifting up from the cliffs below, legacies of yesterday’s storms.
“No sign of a ship.”
“I doubt there will be,” Allazar replied, leaning his head against his staff. “Callodon is alerted, and with men like Captain Balhaggan at their wheels, ships of Brock’s fleet will be vigorous in their patrolling of these waters, and robust in their dealings with any vessels foolish enough to venture this far.”
“Are you sure you are well? We can go back down if you wish.”
“I am just a little tired, Longsword. Kallaman Goth was powerful.”
“And I’m sure you would’ve won had I not stolen your thunder and skewered the bastard from behind like a brigand.”
“I am sure it will comfort both of us to believe so, though should any recurrence of such a battle transpire in the future, please don’t hesitate to employ such brigandry again.”
Gawain smiled, and reached out to give the wizard a pat on the back.
“We have come far, have we not, since first we met,” Allazar sighed, wistfully.
“We’ve been up a few flights of steps together, certainly, though none as challenging as these.”
“Indeed.”
“I could stand here all day, watching the sea. It reminds me of standing on the cliffs of Narrat, gazing down at the Sea of Hope. Only there the waters are gentler, and bluer.”
“The colour all depends on the weather.”
“And speaking of weather, I’ve had enough of it. I could do with a change of clothes and a bath, not necessarily in that order.”
“I, too.”
“That’s the shortest sentence I think I’ve heard you utter, not including simple ‘indeeds’ and ‘agreeds’. Allazar, do you think Maraciss will invade through the Jarn Gap?”
“I don’t know.”
“That’s the second shortest, I think. Now I know you’re in need of rest. Come on. The examination of the cavern must wait, though I doubt we’ll learn much from it. I made a promise to my lady, and to some horses, too.”
 
Victory at Urgenenn’s Tower was notable for the complete absence of celebrations. Wizards and warriors were tired, and had endured much discomfort. For the sake of upholding regal propriety, Gawain contented himself with a brief kiss and a short embrace with Elayeen, before shedding the remainder of his darkening cloths, and announcing that he had a promise to keep to the unfortunate horses yet in the corral.
Documents had been found, which a stern-faced Ranger Arrandel gave wordlessly to Elayeen; they were written in Elvish, and she read them on the move, Gawain leading the horses from the corral and taking them along the pass to the safe end.
There, near the buttress rock which had served the tower’s Graken lookouts, Gawain set about making a fuss of the poor animals, and soon was aided in that task by rangers both dwarf and elfkind. Reef maintained his duty, much to Meeya’s annoyance on having her position usurped, but Gawain refused to relent, giving Valin the opportunity instead to spend time in Meeya’s company undisturbed.
Camp was made, though comforts were sparse enough until Ranger Yago reported finding a spring pouring from a cleft in the eastern mountain suitable for bathing as well as for drinking, the river in the valley north of the lookout rock being much diminished by summer’s relentless heat. All of them were grateful for the chance to bathe, doing so fully dressed and then stripping off before donning dry clothing from their packs. Reef’s order to remain as Elayeen’s noon-day shadow was temporarily rescinded, of course, and Meeya had her old job back, for a short time at least.
Gawain’s promise kept, and all the horses tended, watered, and fed with care, shadows lengthened, the sun descending below the western peaks. He took the two wizards and Tyrane to examine the cavern below the tower, though indeed there was little to be gleaned there which hadn’t already been detailed by Segrit’s terse description of the place. Both wizards, though, seemed oddly quiet in the confines of the tower, and he was glad when they left it behind them and returned to the camp.
 
“What did the documents contain, miThalin,” Gawain asked softly, those not on watch or still bathing gathered near a small commandeered cauldron taken from the barracks hut, fresh goat stew simmering over a fire-pit which he’d had no hesitation in permitting.
“Orders from the Toorseneth, my lord,” Elayeen replied formally as Gawain sat beside her. “A list of targets, mostly, and most of them in Callodon. Last Ridings is named in the final order delivered.”
“Then the Toorseneth has learned of our dwelling.”
“Yes.”
“It would seem our arrival and success here was a timely one.”
“And we have another reason for attempting to take the Graken-rider alive in five days’ time.”
“We do. It’ll be interesting to note any changes in the orders the passage of eight days might evince. Now tell me, it was you who shot the arrow to my right and took the Meggen in the throat when I moved away from the battling wizards, wasn’t it?”
Elayeen nodded, drawing her knees up under her chin and looking at him wide-eyed, fresh-scrubbed and beautiful. “Yes. I have told you many times, I would know your light in a crowd.”
“I knew it,” he smiled back. “I doubt anyone else would have the courage for such a shot from such a distance, and with so much chaos unfolding.”
“We saw the lights and the darkness of the Goth-lord rising from the ground when wizard Allazar removed the door. There was no time to give a warning.”
“So you simply shot a cloud of missiles through the doorway. Good work, Ranger Leeny.”
She smiled at that, and blushed a little. There, in the middle of a battle-camp, surrounded by friends and Kindred Rangers, Gawain was reaffirming her identity, and even flirting with her a little.
“Tomorrow we’ll destroy the tower,” Gawain declared, “Corax, if we light a hot enough fire in the base of the tower, do you think the weight of its collapse will seal the cavern in the cliff?”
“If not, my lord, it will certainly be blocked and inaccessible from above. The rock of the pedestal, and the blocks of the tower, possess a vitreous quality. When it falls, it will shatter.”
“Good. Then, in the morning, we’ll start work moving all the logs and lumber into the ground floor. We’ll dismantle what remains of the barracks and the corral too, and use that to add fuel to the fire. We may need to build a ramp first, I wouldn’t fancy trying to haul logs up those insane steps.”
“There are ropes and pulleys in the cavern with the boat, m’lord,” Tyrane reminded him. “Perhaps a hoist can be made to raise the lumber?”
“Excellent idea, Tyrane, makes you wonder why our wizards didn’t think of it first.”
But Allazar didn’t rise to the bait, which worried Gawain even more than before. He became even more concerned when, after a welcome dinner of fresh-made stew, the first decent hot meal Gawain’s expedition had enjoyed for some considerable time, the wizard announced he was going for a walk, and ambled off past the great wedge of rock, wandering up the river valley.
For a while, Raheen simply sat quietly with his queen, shoulder to shoulder, listening to the quiet conversations around them, stories being told of the journeys made from Last Ridings. But then he reached out to squeeze Elayeen’s hand, and stood, and left the camp, following in the wizard’s footsteps.
It was still bright, of course. Storm clouds were long gone, the sky a pale blue. The sun would set some three hours before midnight, and a full moon would rise almost immediately thereafter. He should of course be sitting with his lady, listening to her telling of her journey with the rangers from Last Ridings, and their hardships following the ancient path which had led to the Tower of Urgenenn. Instead he was traipsing up a valley beside a gurgling stream in what was once a broad riverbed, trying to catch up with a melancholy whitebeard.
And Allazar did have a white beard. Shaving had been something of a luxury in their haste to attain the tower and Gawain himself had a fine blond set, though he didn’t think Elayeen liked it very much. Perhaps some mystic sense had alerted the wizard to Gawain’s intent, for half a mile ahead Allazar suddenly sat on a boulder, facing the northern end of the valley, and waited.
“This isn’t like you, Allazar,” Gawain sighed when he arrived, noting the wizard’s slumped shoulders. “Usually it’s me goes off alone to poke a worm or two into revealing its meaning.”
“It has been a long, hard day, Longsword.”
“True. Yet we’ve known plenty of those without you dragging your stick in the dirt and shambling off alone. What is it, Allazar? Was it the tower, or the Goth? You were not yourself in there. In truth, you were really rather frightening.”
“I have always been really rather frightening, you know, especially since the Dymendin came to me and we stood in your father’s hall. You simply didn’t notice, I think.”
“Bah. You’ve always been a little impressive since I gave you the Stick of Raheen, I’ll grant you that. But today I saw a side of you I didn’t know existed. You’d have burned that Goth to a crisp if I’d been able to control my own rage at his presence here, of that I have no doubt. But he offended me, and I intervened. I’m glad I did, too. There was a wildness burning in your eyes would’ve made charcoal of us all had it been unleashed, or so it seemed to me.”
Allazar drew in a breath, and let it out slowly, almost shrinking before Gawain’s very eyes.
“Atop the tower, you said we had come far, since first we met. Years ago I made myself a kind of promise, one born from the rage against Morloch and all things wizard. I promised myself I’d never trust a wizard, and never call one ‘friend’. In light of recent events I’ll hold to that. But you doubtless know that of all wizards in the world today, you are the one I’m least likely to call enemy.”
“Thank you, Longsword, such kindly sentiments are a source of great comfort to me.”
“Bah. Now I know I’m right to be worried for you. Well, perhaps worried is too strong a word. Concerned. No, even that smacks of more than the shadow of slight curiosity that tints my otherwise regal indifference to your plight. Was it the words scratched on the walls of the tower? Did you read something there which has disturbed your mystic calm?”
Again Allazar sighed, and looked north along the valley, gazing at the peaks of the Eastbinding.
“Do you remember,” he announced softly, “At Far-gor, you asked me how I knew what lays beyond the Teeth?”
“I remember. You spoke of your childhood, such as it was, and the dreams that plagued your sleep.”
“Dreams of soaring above a great mountain range, and being drawn to a dark tower by an immense and malevolent force.”
“Do you now think the tower in your nightmares was this one, and not Morloch’s?”
“No. No, there is no blasted land seared of all life here and beyond the Tower of Urgenenn. Only the sea. But the similarity called forth all the night terrors of my childhood, and in the madness scratched in the walls of that foul edifice, I saw what I would have become, had I not resisted the power of the dream. I saw myself an Urgenenn, traitor to the kindred races, drunk with power, brimming with insanity and lusting for dominion over all.”
Allazar sighed again, his voice on the verge of breaking, and to Gawain’s own astonishment he looked down and saw his hand upon the wizard’s shoulder.
“Kallaman Goth was powerful,” Allazar continued. “And with his power insidiously winding its way through mine, his fire crackling about the White Staff, I looked into his eyes, and saw in the black deep of their gleaming, there beyond the iron mask which robs its wearer of all identity, that perfect freedom which is the gift enjoyed by all those who succumb to evil’s embrace.
“The freedom to do anything, Gawain, anything at all. The freedom to wield mystic power without constraints, respecting neither Zaine’s ancient laws nor simple conscience. To wield that power without care or consequence, unopposed, unabated. The freedom to rise above the common clay and rule it according to whim and fancy. The freedom to build, or to destroy, according to the mood of the moment. The freedom to sleep, and fear not dreams nor the powers they may let slip from the conscious leash which tethers them within the bounds of law.
“Oh, it is dizzying, that siren song which whispers, there in the tower and there in the presence of all dark things. Whispering, promising, enticing, seducing… abandon reason! it seems to say, abandon wisdom! Abandon laws made by middling men to bind stupidity in and make of stumbling fools obedient servants! Become your own law!”
Gawain’s heart pounded, ears straining, as though the breezes wafting the length of the valley would carry those dread words to him if he listened hard enough.
“Kallaman Goth whispered those words too, though it was with his gaze he did so, and not with his voice. And I felt that same dread, the same terror I had known as a child, the dark tower drawing me down from my soaring flight over the mountains, and I resisted that whispering, I rejected that seduction, and as I did so, a voice not my own rose screaming from the depths of me, grating and harsh and charged as though with a word it could crack mountains, and it screamed at that deep gleaming within the enemy’s eyes three words more terrifying to me than even his madness: You. Are. Nothing!”
Allazar let out a shuddering breath, and drew in another. “It was then Kallaman Goth spoke the words which presaged his death, though I knew he spoke them in fear, not of me, not of the Dymendin nor the power I wield through it, but in fear and in horror of that voice which rose within me and which in its ultimate arrogance had dismissed him so completely, making of him nothing at all. It was then your blade burst through him.”
Another sob, and the wizard wiped his eyes. Still Gawain stood rooted to the spot behind him, his hand on the wizard’s right shoulder.
“But,” Allazar sighed, “Like the afterglow left by the brilliance of a Candle’s bursting, that unknown power lingered, and filled me, and I strode through the tower like a giant among the puny, laying waste to the enemy with thoughtless abandon until the last, the ToorsenViell Obin, who saw my advance, and threw down his wand, and hurled himself at my feet. And in that fleeting moment the afterglow winked out, and in horror at what I had almost become, I loosed a blast against the walls, and dragged the Viell by the hair to the wreckage of the desk where you found him propped and bleeding.”
“And now you are yourself once more, Allazar.”
“How can I ever be again what once I was? How can I ever forget that I knew such power as would make other wizards abase themselves before me? How can I ever forget that the power rose from within me, and that I carry it still?”
“You’re the White Staff of Raheen. First Wizard of Gawain and of the Kindred Army. You’re entitled to be a little scary, now and again.”
Allazar snorted, and nodded, and reached up to gently pat Gawain’s hand, still resting on his shoulder.
“Thank you, Longsword.”
“Come on, the others will be worried, we should get back.”
“I shall do my best to reassure them.”
“Worried about me, you bloody whitebeard.”
“Ah.”
Allazar stood, and straightened the grubby uniform he still wore self-consciously.
“Full moon tonight?” Gawain asked.
“Close enough, the full moon was last night, though unseen thanks to the storm. Tonight will be clear and bright.”
“Good. We’ll need to work hard tomorrow. The sooner that tower is no more, the better.”
“Indeed.”
They walked in silence back to the camp, each alone with their thoughts. Gawain remembered the light in Allazar’s eyes, and the way the air itself around them in the tower had seemed to become charged when the wizard had spoken there. It had been bad enough when Eldengaze had lurked within Elayeen. The prospect of some terrifying eldenbeard lurking within Allazar was appalling, and Gawain preferred not to think about it lest his fear show itself.
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45. Brink
 
Work hard they did the next day, rising with the dawn after a sleep far more comfortable than they’d enjoyed in the cleft of the pass the previous night. It had been a peaceful night too, the fresh calm after the storm, the quiet peace after the battle, the simple pleasure of being alive after standing at Death’s own door. Gawain had slept with Elayeen in his arms, her head on his left shoulder, and he’d had to order a smiling Reef to bugger off until his duties resumed next morning.
Those duties in respect of Elayeen were short-lived, however, the man once of Bernside possessed great strength in those broad shoulders of his, much more than Ranger Meeya, who found herself with her old job back while the business of stacking logs and lumber into the tower began.
It was heavy work, made easier by the dwarves and their understanding and experience of hoists learned after many years in the mines and mountains of their homeland. By noon, the woodpile Segrit had used for cover was in the tower, and by evening, the barracks and corral dismantled and likewise added to the pyre. The lean-to which had sheltered Valin and Rochard during the first assault on the tower was also torn down and thrown on top of the stack of fuel, and at dusk, they rested.
Gawain decided to fire the tower the following morning, rather than light a beacon which might be seen for countless miles at sea at night, a sensible precaution given recent events in the Bay of Callodon. The evening and the night were spent in quiet conversation, and listening to Allazar and the others describing the trap at the crater, and how they’d escaped it. Learning about the rock-creatures encountered in the trap left the rangers in no little shock at the power and cunning of those who’d raised the tower. That such creatures might yet be animated and sent against them sent shudders the length of spines.
Dawn on the twenty-fifth day of July saw them gathered in the clearing near the mouth of the pass, and nothing but the large muck-pile now remained as evidence that the Toorsencreed had dwelt there. Small quantities of ellamas oil and pyre-brick had been found in the barracks, together with weapons, arrows, clothing, and food, the latter mostly crated freenmek and honey-bars. It was Gawain who alone carried a small canister of ellamas oil up the steps of the pedestal and in through the portal, there to pour the contents over the neatly-stacked logs of the pyre directly facing the north, and the dry kindling beneath them.
When he rejoined the gathering at the mouth of the pass, he eyed them all briefly, and jerked his head over his shoulder, saying:
“We came here to destroy the obscenity which stands yonder, which has stood for more than three hundred years unopposed. In the past, it fell to wizards of the Hallencloister to bring down that evil. They failed. It was built by Urgenenn of the D’ith, and occupied by him and elfwizards of Toorsencreed. I would have it ended, here, and now, once and for all. Many of you heard with your own ears the fresh treachery of the Toorseneth. This tower and its most recent evil is theirs alone, and it is right that Kindred Rangers forest-born should end the work left unfinished by whitebeards of old. MiThalin Elayeen, Ranger Leeny, shall give the command.”
Gawain stepped out of the way and nodded to Elayeen. She called elves forward, and all stepped to the fore save Valin, who stood proudly to one side, though the pain of being unable ever again to draw string beside his countrymen was plain to see.
Fire arrows were nocked, bows presented, and Gawain smacked a firestone against the steel of his boot knife to light a crude wick of oil-soaked rag stuffed into a bottle. This he passed to a surprised Valin, who, then understanding, took it gratefully and with great dignity, and walked the line before the seven archers, igniting the wadding of their arrows from a flame kindled by Raheen himself.
Elayeen whispered the commands, hips were tilted, strings drawn, aim held, and then as one, fire loosed. They watched the flaming missiles streak across the clearing, converging almost to a point through the portal and into the gloomy interior. They heard the arrows strike, the sound echoing briefly around the walls of the U-shaped clearing, and in the tower, kindling made from ripped mattresses, sheets, blankets and old uniforms caught, and flared, and flames began to lick, and smoke began to billow.
When the blaze was well alight and in no danger of whimpering out, they retreated along the pass to their campsite, watching as first wisps and then a column of smoke began to rise high above the cliffs, drifting lazily up towards the western peak towering over them. Corax had warned that the collapse of the tower might result in shards of glass-like rock showering the clearing like shrapnel from a catapult, and had even admitted the possibility that the collapse might cause a rock-slide at the tower’s end of the pass.
And so they waited, there in the sunshine of a hot July day, at their camp by the buttress rock, content in each other’s company, talking quietly, waiting for the sounds which would announce the ending of Urgenenn’s Tower. Elves occasionally cast a Sighted gaze to the north and into the sky, and when it became clear that it might take time for the conflagration to claim even the first ceiling, breakfast was taken.
“Meeya would like to see the sea, miheth,” Elayeen said quietly. “When the tower is no more.”
“And you?”
“Yes, I think I would, too.”
Gawain nodded towards the south, where the cliffs lay some five hundred yards or more from their camp. “We can take a walk down there later if you like. Or you might see it around the side of the tower’s pedestal, if it’s still standing later. It’s a fine day, the water should be blue, though I doubt as blue as the Sea of Hope.”
“Wizard Corax has said the storm stirred up the sea bed, and it might take time to settle. He thinks the Sea of Callodon badly named here, and says it is all part of the eastern ocean.”
“He can argue the point with Arramin, if he ever sees the old wizard again.”
Elayeen nodded. “Wizard Allazar has been very quiet since victory at the tower. What happened, G’wain? Have you been angry with him?”
“No!” Gawain protested, “Quite the opposite. But you’re right, something did happen to him in the tower. Something which has left him feeling unsure of himself I think. He is shaken, but I’m sure he’ll recover on our way back to Last Ridings. At least, I hope so.”
“Was it the battle with the Goth?”
“In part. He heard a voice, within him. As you once heard the voice of Eldengaze within you. The words it spoke were for the Goth’s ears alone, I did not hear them. They were words of awful arrogance and power, and Allazar has said he will never be able to forget them.”
Elayeen paled a little, and nodded, her face the very picture of dread concern. Then she stared firmly into Gawain’s eyes.
“You must be kind to him, G’wain. As you were to me along the Jarn Road and beyond. Do not allow him once to think he has been abandoned.”
“Actually, E, I rather think my being kind to him would be more alarming for him than any echo rumbling up from an eldenbeard’s crypt. But don’t worry. I’m not about to let the White Stick become some dread wizardly version of Eldengaze. A creature with such power and a complete indifference to the plight of ordinary people doesn’t bear thinking about.”
“No,” she replied, and for reasons he couldn’t hope to understand, she pressed forward into his embrace, and buried her face in his chest.
They stood there for some time, he frowning with puzzled concern, and she clinging to him fiercely, blinking in the sunshine and trying to drown the memories of Eldengaze and a Morgmetal casket sealed in darkness beneath Crown Peak.
 
It was nearing noon when the ground beneath their feet began to tremble and horses snorted with sudden alarm. Then came the sound they had been waiting for, muted by rock walls as old as the world’s making. A rumbling roar, which grew suddenly stronger, as did the shaking of the ground under them. Finally, it subsided, silence returned, and nothing but a column of smoke and rising dust from the southwest remained of the short lived but immense event.
Corax, possessing a great deal more wisdom in the matters of rocks and mountains than Allazar, recommended waiting an hour or more before venturing along the sheer-sided pass to witness whatever catastrophe had befallen the Tower of Urgenenn, and so an early lunch was taken, horses watered at the spring, and the expedition waited fretfully, watching the young wizard for signs of an all-clear.
When it finally came, no-one wished to remain on watch at the safe end of the pass, and Gawain, believing it couldn’t hurt to leave their rear unguarded for the time it took to scurry along the path and take a quick peek at the damage they had wrought, agreed that all should witness the ending of the evil of Urgenenn together, as they had fought.
What they found at the mucky end was astonishing. No sign of the tower remained, nor its pedestal. What had been a U-shaped clearing fifty yards or more across was now a shallow arc, a fingernail of rock, the cliffs reformed, more than half the land where once stood the tower collapsed and fallen into the sea. It was so astonishing that Gawain had to ask Elayeen if the Sight revealed some darkness clouding their eyes, lest some mystic power had been unleashed to obscure the tower.
“No,” she replied, amazed at the destruction they had wrought. “Our Sight is clear. What we see is what is there, or not there.”
They crept as close to the edge of the new cliffs as they dared, ocean swells clearly visible in an uninterrupted vista before them.
“Reef?”
“Sire?”
“Chuck a rock out there, would you?”
“Aye, sire.”
Rider Reef picked up a chunk of blackened rock, faint scratches visible on one smooth side. Then he hurled it out as far as he could, which was quite some distance. They saw the splash far below in the blue and gently heaving waters, and knew, finally, that they were not deceived. Gawain also knew that neither had the Hallencloister been deceived when they had come here, and later claimed to have destroyed Urgenenn and his tower both.
No-one felt safe where once that tower had stood and now only cliffs new-formed remained, and so they retreated quickly and quietly along the pass, back to their camp. The ground there being much safer, those who felt the need to gaze upon the Sea of Callodon again did so, making the walk to the southern cliffs, enjoying the breezes, the peace, and the view of the eastern reaches now free of a dark curse which had lingered on the brink of the Eastbinding for far too long.
Thus, the rest of that day was spent in the quiet satisfaction of a job well done and dusted. Gawain examined Tyrane’s carriage-bow, or rather Last Ridings’ carriage-bow, since it was a gift from Dun Meven to Ranger Leeny, for her protection in her new home. It was a mechanical marvel of pedals, chains, cogs and cables, and smelled of grease and metal. Tyrane knew a little of its history, but declared it archaic, a weapon abandoned as too cumbersome and too complicated to survive into a more modern age where swift tactics rather than fixed emplacements dominated Callodon’s military thinking. They had been overlooked, languishing in a dusty chamber in the depths of Dun Meven, else they would have been taken and deployed at Far-gor, and had only been re-discovered when Tyrane had drawn up a new inventory for presentation to the new Curator of the ‘museum’.
Gawain had Reef learn its operation too, so that it might serve well atop Crown Peak, against Graken on the wing or any other large threat within its considerable range. Valin and Allazar spoke to the rangers about guardstones and their function and deactivation, and of the Black Scythe, and a promise was made to demonstrate such knowledge on the return journey.
An examination of the Toorsengard’s lookout camp atop the buttress rock revealed more supplies which were all of value, food mostly, but also packs of bandages and elven medicines and unguents including the invaluable and remarkable Eeelan-t’oth. Another barrel of arrows, too, which was promptly opened and the contents evenly distributed. The view from the lookout post was exceptionally clear the length of the valley to the north, and to the sea beyond the cliffs to the south. The Graken had no chance of eluding the Sight on its approach to this place.
Allazar and Corax wandered around to the clearing near the safe end of the pass and there conducted the Rites for the dead of the Tau, though they did so unobserved. Certainly none of the Kindred Rangers wished to pay any respects to an enemy which had caused untold damage and inflicted untold harm in the lowlands and at home in the great forest, and Gawain, Reef, and the two dwarves were perfectly content to support their comrades in eschewing the ceremony too. Instead, they marked the terrain around the lookout well, selecting positions from which to ambush the Graken from Elvendere.
 
It was the following day that Gawain had the camp moved around the southern outcrop at the foot of the western peak, and set up in the clearing where Toorsen’s forces had been successfully ambushed. The horses were a little confused by the travelling back and forth, and some even made as if to head down the pass back to a corral which was no longer there, until recalled by Gawain and made a fuss of. He admitted that in all likelihood, their sudden kind treatment was probably more confusing than anything else as far as the horses were concerned.
A watch was set upon the rock, a routine established, and nothing remained but to rest and relax, while awaiting the night of the twenty-eighth and the anticipated arrival of the Graken and its rider.
Corax made a final and lengthy visit to the far end of the pass, expressing the desire to examine the rocks fresh exposed there. Gawain asked Rochard to accompany the wizard, and then granted permission for the absence. Much was gleaned, the wizard said on his return, and when questioned later that evening over a crackling campfire of scrubby gorse, admitted that it was entirely possible the immense landslip into the ocean had not been exclusively of nature’s making. No real study had been made of the texts and symbols scraped and scratched upon the walls of Urgenenn’s Tower, it would have been dangerous for either wizard to do so lest they learn something beyond their abilities to control.
It was, therefore, quite possible that a final act of madness had imbued the rock of the tower and the rock of the mountain upon which it perched with dark magic, a final act of spite against any enemy which penetrated the tower’s defences, dooming that enemy to destruction should the tower ever fall.
It seemed likely, Corax opined and Allazar agreed, that when the Hallencloister had attacked, only Urgenenn and his followers dwelt in the tower; there would have been no barracks, no logs and lumber for the fresh construction or repair of such comforts for warriors. They would have had no need for corrals or lean-tos either, back in those older days, so there would have been no fuel to produce the heat needed to shatter the tower and bring it down. Only mystic power would have been available to wizards of the D’ith Hallencloister, and had they used it to bring down the tower, they too would have perished in the landslide.
It might, Corax offered, explain why the Hallencloister did not level the tower three centuries before. Gawain’s sniff of derision expressed a view shared by many, though if pressed, he might’ve conceded Corax’ opinion being at least possible, if not very probable.
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46. Hope And Delusion
 
“When we return home,” Elayeen lilted softly from Gawain’s left side, the pair of them sitting alone in the dark behind a large cairn of rocks, “I wish to speak with you concerning your antics with the Giraknid in the crater.”
“Giraknid? What’s a Giraknid?”
“It is the name wizard Allazar gave to the immense rock crab you attacked with nothing more than your pointy sticks.”
Gawain sniffed. “Its official name is Bigrockak. Ask Reef tomorrow. And your magnificent husband does not perform antics, he executes strategies, and does it rather well and with a suitable amount of regal aplomb, in my not-so-humble opinion.”
“Whatever the name of that foul creature, wizard Allazar declared that you took it upon yourself to distract it with what he called horse-dancing in order that the others might escape the crater.”
“I’ll grant you the stratagem was not without certain risks, and that it might have required considerable courage on your beloved’s part. But the wizard did his bit too, you know, sneaking up behind it to blow off part of a leg. Besides, I thought you said you wished to speak to me of those events when we got back to Last Ridings?”
“Forewarned is forearmed.”
“Actually miheth it had eight legs and two arms. And when you’ve finished talking to me about dancing with Gra’s, we’ll have a discussion about you bringing my unborn son into spitting distance of dark wizards, Meggen, and Toorsencreed.”
“Oh.”
“Oh indeed.”
“What is a Gra?”
“It’s short for Giant Rock Aknid, which is what we used to call the crab before its official name was changed to Bigrockak. You had to be there, I suppose. And I for one could not be happier that you weren’t.”
They shared a short silence, their shoulders gently touching while they waited for the Graken. They were slightly north of the lookout rock, hidden by sunburned gorse growing on the western side of the valley, and partially shielded from view by the cairn they’d built in front of them; such cover would be useless in the daytime, they knew, but ought to serve well enough to hide them from a Graken-rider concerned with a safe landing, dressed as they were in darkening cloth once more.
At the lookout post, Arrandel and Venderrian stood watch, and had already lit the two lights to guide the winged lizard and its rider into the valley. The rest of the party were in cover either behind the great buttress rock, or hidden at the foot of the western slopes as Gawain and Elayeen were.
“Are you angry with me, G’wain, for coming here?”
“I’ve been too busy to be angry. I’ve been too busy to be much of anything except alert since we left Last Ridings. We travelled quickly, and with all the events along the way, there seemed little time for anything but watchfulness, and then fighting.”
“Valin appears to regard you now with new admiration. When he says ‘miThal’ now, he truly means it.”
“He’s a good man. Elf. A good ranger. Segrit and Rochard too, though I didn’t get to know them as well as I would have liked on this adventure. They share qualities in common with other dwarves I know and call friend. I’m glad they were with us. And the rangers who accompanied you, E? You chose them for a reason I suspect?”
“I, and Valin, and Meeya. They like most of the ninety-five were of Minyorn, and have particular skills we thought would be of value here.”
“When we get back, Minyorn is one of the thousands of questions I’ve yet to ask you.”
“There is little to tell. Life there has always been very traditional. The stories have always been told, mothers teaching their children old ways, old lore and old knowledge. It is why Minyorn was always the one province where the Toorseneth held little sway.”
“I don’t understand.”
Elayeen cast a gaze at the sky in the north, and drew up her knees. “The Toorseneth’s hold over our people began as such things always do, with the children. If you teach young children a thing, they will accept it, and grow up believing it. Not until they are older are they equipped to ask uncomfortable questions. But such questions are rarely forthcoming if what they have been taught becomes deep-rooted belief, and it is the first roots of a tree which grow deepest. Why should they question what their peers also believe, was it not taught by respected elders?”
“And Minyorn is so… traditional it has no schools?”
“You should not lend too much credence to the bile spewed by The Sceptre of the ToorsenViell at Far-gor, G’wain. Traditional does not mean backwards or primitive. Minyorn of course has schools. But children will believe their parents over strangers, and so when taught the old lore and told to play a game, to pretend to believe the new while adhering to the old, they will giggle and play along. Children like nothing better than games and secrets. Thus it is easier for those of Minyorn to understand what those of other provinces do not, and thus to see what others cannot.”
“And your mother was of Minyorn…”
“And so drew to her those of the thalangard who hailed from her province.”
“Who are loyal now to you.”
“To you, G’wain. They are thalangard no more.”
“And you, E, your mother taught you the old lore?”
“She did. And to my shame I considered it little more than a game of pretend, and when I grew older, I was more concerned with living life in Elvenheth than stories of elder days. Not until my mother gave to me the bracelet, and the key, did it finally occur to me that all she had taught me was true. Seeing the truth of it drove me often to the edge of our land, to gaze out on the open plains and wonder at the freedom which existed there.
“But it was not until the ToorsenViell, those you saw in my brother’s province, forbad all to speak to you of throth, that my father and brother learned the truth of it, and the full extent of the Toorseneth’s hold on our people. That people once friends, and even relatives, could stand idle and allow me to suffer the agony of athroth without questioning a command uttered by the lowest of the Viell… it revealed, if only to my family, who truly holds the reins of power in Thallanhall and the wider world of Elvendere.”
“There must surely be a way of alerting your father to this most recent treachery, Elayeen. We cannot allow the ‘creed to riddle our lands with their spies while we ourselves have none in theirs.”
“You do not understand the depth and strength of the Toorseneth’s hold, G’wain. When you were banished from your homeland, did you question the teachings and traditions which had governed your lives for countless generations?”
Gawain winced. “No.”
“They have been subtle, there in the great forest, paving their way quietly for more than a thousand years. Now you know why I despise the Shitheen. They could have done something, anything, to prevent the raising of the tower at Ostinath. Had they done so, the world would be as different today as it might have been had the D’ith destroyed the tower here three centuries ago.”
“The future always answers to the past, and the present always runs up debts which must later be paid.”
“Did wizard Allazar teach you such wisdom, G’wain?”
“No he didn’t, bloody cheek! I have a mind of my own, you know. The best he can come up with is rubbish like Giraknid and oh look a rabbit.” Gawain nudged Elayeen with his shoulder in protest, and she smiled at him, the melancholy and almost sinister atmosphere around them suddenly broken.
“Well,” she nodded, and cast another gaze to the sky, “Now at least one of your questions has been answered.”
“I do have another.”
“Which is?”
“Where’s the vakin Graken? With the night sky as bright as it is, I should be able to see it coming a mile away, never mind the Sighted.”
“Perhaps moonlight and starlight served to deter their departure from Elvendere, if that truly is where their flight originates.”
“D’you doubt it?”
He felt her shrug. “If they had used Calhaneth for their foul purpose I could believe it more. Perhaps I prefer to doubt Ostinath being the home of such creatures as Graken because it is so close to good people and their homes.”
“Sunrise is five hours past midnight, or thereabouts, and we’re past midnight. The Toorseneth cannot know we destroyed their stronghold here. They’re leaving it late for an attack upon distant targets.”
“Unless those targets have already been struck, miheth. If the ship encountered by the Seasprake was indeed coming to take the Goth back to Goria, perhaps the purpose of those who dwelt here in the tower has already been served?”
“No, the orders to attack Last Ridings were delivered eight days ago, and those orders were given to elfbeards in the tower after the Graken-rider based here took off for an attack upon another target. We found no seed or spore inside the tower or the cave, it was all used in the Graken’s last attack. They would need more to be able to drop foul rain upon our new home.”
“Then we must wait.”
“Did your new wizard Corax teach you such wisdom, E?”
Elayeen smiled in the gloom, and nudged Gawain by way of a reply.
In truth, though, the night was bright. The moon was approaching its third quarter but still shone a bright and almost dazzling silver in a cloudless sky awash with stars, and the combined moonlight and starlight cast shadows. It was, after all, why everyone had taken great care with their cover, everyone except the two elves standing clearly and visibly between the glowstone lamps lit shutters wide atop the rock.
“Well,” Gawain whispered, and yawned. “If we have to do it all over again tomorrow, so be it. We have food, water, and are in no hurry. I want the Graken downed before we leave, rather than have it find the tower destroyed and report back to its masters. Let them sit and sweat in the Toorseneth wondering what happened.”
“They may have another Graken, G’wain, and will simply send it and another rider to investigate should the other fail to return.”
He sniffed. “I prefer to hope that they don’t.”
“I prefer to hope that elves by now have realised the depth of their betrayal, have risen up, and destroyed the Toorseneth and all its creed. But alas, I know the difference between hope and delusion.”
“Yes,” Gawain sighed. “Hope comes with holes in the ground and sharp sticks in them. Did you really do all they say you did, at Fallowmead? Launching fire and burning powders and liquids into the faces of charging Meggen?”
He saw her eyes widen from the corner of his own, saw her blinking and felt her tense through the contact of their shoulders.
“Yes,” she whispered. “And I would do it again.”
“Good for you,” he whispered fiercely, and proudly. “Good for you!” And he nudged her, and when she turned to face him, he stole a kiss, and slid his arm around her waist.
 
Three hours before dawn, the Graken came. Sighted eyes saw it first, high to the north and circling, and then common eyes looked to sky where elves pointed and saw the shadow, wings level, descending rapidly, angling slightly this way and that to counter breezes and drafts swirling up the steep-sided mountains.
Lower, rushing down the valley at a height of some thirty feet until, almost directly opposite Gawain and Elayeen’s position, it angled sharply upward, wings stalling and forward speed bleeding away almost instantly. Then, with four immense and leathery beats, it back-winged to the softest of well-practiced landings. They saw the wizard aboard the creature casually release the straps binding him tightly to the high-backed saddle, watched as the creature’s wings folded back, and it began its ponderous, undulating walk through the broad avenue between the slopes and the lookout rock.
A maroon ripped upwards from that rock and burst high overhead, signalling no-one, but reassuring the Graken-rider that all was as it always had been. Until, when the creature drew alongside the foot of the rock’s sloping southern side, three elves stepped forward, not to unload the barrels, sacks and bundles strapped to the creature’s back, but to raise bows and shoot the beast in the head from close range.
One of the arrows struck the Graken’s eye and lodged in the bony skull, another took it in the hinge of its left jaw, dislocating it and passing through to bury its broadhead point deep in the right side. The third found the creature’s limited brain, but not before it had already begun to jerk upward and backwards, a screech dying in its throat.
But those rippling muscles once called into action continued their powerful contractions even after the beast died, lifting it almost upright as if for a standing take-off or landing, and the rider, who had so complacently released his straps after landing, tumbled from the saddle. Gawain and Elayeen, rushing with weapons drawn from the rear of the stricken creature where they were to have prevented its leaving should the ambush have failed, saw the elfwizard tumble, saw his gnarled Rod of Asteran flung away instinctively while both hands flailed to grasp for reins or any other means of support. None was found.
The beast collapsed, and pinned the unseated rider to the rocky ground.
“Bring light!” Gawain shouted, “Bring light!”
Two brilliant cones of Aemon’s light burst from staves, wizards rushing to the scene with all the rest of the contingent.
“Get him out!” Gawain commanded, pushing Elayeen back out of the way. “Drag him out from there! Hurry!”
Reef knelt behind the elfwizard, and tried to lift the Viell’s shoulders to slip his hands under armpits and then drag the captive clear. But he stopped suddenly, and gazed at the pink and red mess on his hands when he drew them out.
“Ah, kakin’ Dwarfspit!” he shouted. “Bastard’s split his head on a rock! Dead as a doornail!”
It was true. The elfwizard was wearing a grey cloth mask, fabricated to imitate the iron mask of a Goth, but made of a soft material like wool. Probably, Gawain noted distantly when Reef yanked it off, a wise precaution against the chill winds aloft. There was a sickening mess on the ground, and no possible chance that the Viell could have survived.
“Get the bag!” Gawain suddenly cried, pointing wildly at the satchel tangled around the dead elfwizard’s neck and arm. “Get the bag and grab anything else you can, then get clear! Hurry, it’s smoking!”
The reason for Gawain’s urgent commands became suddenly apparent when Corax flicked his beam of Aemon’s Light to the Graken’s head, a plume of purple smoke puffing from a deep and sputtering glow growing there.
“Move!” Gawain cried, “Run!” and grabbing Elayeen by the arm, began a hasty sprint back up the valley.
Behind them, the whoosh! of the Graken’s conflagration seemed to punctuate their bad luck in failing to take the Viell alive.
“Dwarfspit! Vakin vurken ‘spitsucking thrukken Dwarfspit!” Gawain spat, turning to face the smouldering ruin of their plans, and the burning corpse of the dead elfwizard. “We almost had him! We almost had so many answers!”
 
*
 
“So,” Gawain sighed, all of them gathered around a glowstone lamp well to the south near the cliffs overlooking the sea, and well downwind of the smouldering ruin of their plans. “What catch did our derring-do net, apart from a large greasy stain on the ground and a bad smell of burning whitebeard?”
“The document case carried only a single page wrapped in waxed leather, miThal,” Valin declared, holding that one page angled towards the moon high over his left shoulder. “It orders Azak of the medyen-Viell to take his Graken and search the Bay of Callodon for Pelliman Goth’s ship as soon as Last Ridings has been successfully attacked. They appear anxious for Kallaman Goth and his Meggen bodyguards to be returned to Goria. That is all.”
“Then either their bargain with Maraciss ended naturally, or something has happened in Pellarn to end Maraciss’ interest in keeping Brock from crossing the Ostern.”
“It would also appear that the Toorseneth has learned of events at sea, m’lord.”
“I doubt it would’ve taken long, Tyrane. When word of such events buzzes around places like Mereton on Lake Arrunmere and along rivers such as the Sudenstem and Shasstin, you can bet it’ll reach unfriendly ears soon enough. How, though, that is the question. If we could sever their lines of communication, we might at least be able to move with freedom and unobserved. What else did we snare?”
“Alas,” Reef sighed, “All I got was the satchel and its document, and a bundle containing what looks like clean uniform shirts, blue and white.”
“The pack I snatched holds nothing more than sewing kits, miThal,” Ranger Kiran declared. “Needle and thread, patches, buttons and thimbles. Some stronger waxed yarn. Nothing more.”
“Anything else?”
“A bundle of rolled boot-leathers, milord,” Rochard announced. “Good quality too. Enough for a dozen new pairs.”
“Handy stuff to take back,” Reef muttered, eyeing his own large footwear.
“Is that it? The sum total of our efforts is nothing more than sad domestic items suggestive of nothing but continued occupation of the tower?”
“I was close to the sack tied to the back of the saddle, miThal,” Ranger Yago said quietly, perhaps even a little sheepishly. “But my Sight saw in it tens of thousands of tiny black seeds, and so I would not touch it. It was consumed in the beast’s conflagration.”
“As well it might be,” Allazar grumbled. “Saving such evil from the fire might have risked its accidental spillage, and anyway, I would have incinerated the foul stuff instantly on seeing what it was. You were wise, Ranger Yago, not to have risked yourself retrieving it.”
“Allazar is right, Yago,” Gawain agreed. “Your life is worth far more to us all than anything dark wizard-made. That muck was doubtless destined for Crown Peak and Last Ridings, and since our spare wizard is here and not there, our homecoming would have been a grim one had it been spread.”
“Speaking of home, sire, what’s next for us?”
“Next, Reef, is sleep, what we can get of it before sunrise in a few hours’ time. And then yes, there is nothing for us here now. We’ll leave this place after breakfast, follow the trail back to the plains of Callodon, and thence to the hall. We’ll take those poor horses we rescued with us too, and everything of value we’ve found here.”
“Aye sire, the horses will find rest and good grass in the Ridings, and doubtless prove loyal too, once they’re in comfortable surrounds.”
“Aye, so they shall,” Gawain agreed. “We’ve done well, all of us. In the name of the kindred we’ve endured much hardship; we cried ‘Vex!’ and wreaked our own special havoc upon the enemies of all the lowlands in accordance with our oaths and in honour of the ranger’s motto.”
“Friyenheth, Ceartus, Omniumde,” Allazar proclaimed, and again, his voice seemed to charge the air around them.
“Yes,” Gawain said. “Freedom and justice for all. Tomorrow, we go home. Freedom and justice for Elvendere will come, in time.”
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47. Homecoming
 
It took the whole of August before Crown Peak erupted like a pimple on the horizon. Their journey had been relaxed, but not entirely leisurely. In the mountains, winding their way through the passes and valleys, they’d paused for Allazar to demonstrate the workings of the Scythe and the guardstones, though the latter, once lessons had been learned, were activated and tripped, and left discharged to crumble into powder.
With not one but eight Sighted rangers in the homeward bound expedition, there was little fear of surprises along the way. Even Segrit and Rochard found themselves able to relax enough to teach them all a little about the mountains around them, a subject close to the heart of Met Corax who added his trove of knowledge on the subject. Gawain, not much interested in rock formations but pleased that the two dwarves had shed their taciturn ways and come a long way out of their shells, smiled, and enjoyed the warmth of good comradeship as well as the last of summer sunshine.
When finally they left the Eastbinding Range behind them it was with a sense of palpable relief. On the plains of eastern Callodon the grass was long, and for the horses rescued from the tower, a heaven far exceeding any dreaming of a yonderlife. To men and elves too, the unbroken expanse was a wonder, sunburned and drained of colour though it might have been. The land was immense, and the sky above it, and no longer were they penned and hemmed by impenetrable rock walls.
“Look!” Allazar cried, pointing wildly and for a moment sending a shudder of alarm through the group. “Rabbits!”
Rabbits there were, and that night, very far from any habitation and nothing seen of Graken on both occasions when the eight-day cycle might have brought one overhead, they ate well, and tried not to laugh at the wizard’s exclamations of joy during the meal.
Gawain had eyed them all, around that camp fire, and felt a depth of contentment he hadn’t really known since his early days gallivanting around Raheen on Gwyn’s back, camping out near lakes and riversides. These were good people with him, and beside him his lady, the finest of them all. Even Allazar seemed back to his usual self, the restorative powers of spit-roast rabbit banishing all trace of the dread which had lurked behind the wizard’s eyes after the rising of Eldenbeard in the tower.
Indeed, when Gawain had mentioned the name ‘Eldenbeard’ during a quiet moment making camp the next night, Allazar had chuckled with genuine mirth at the soubriquet for the terrifying and arrogant power called forth by Kallaman Goth’s assault.
They’d bathed in rivers, were drenched by late summer storms, watched summer lightning dance in the clouds, and by the time they were halfway to Last Ridings the hardships and perils of their expedition to Urgenenn’s Tower were memories as distant as the Sea of Callodon behind them. Even the horses taken from that dreadful place were changed beyond recognition; well-fed, well-tended, eyes shining, and, Gawain and Reef declared with cheerful grins, happy.
Indeed, the only minor irritation along the way home had been a high-pitched and really rather annoying squealing from one of the carriage-bow’s wheels. They’d endured it for perhaps thirty miles before Gawain called a halt, dismounted, strode to the rear where the weapon was being towed by two of the happy-horses, and gave the offending wheel a solid kick. It was at this point Tyrane stunned them all by opening a metal box bolted to the chassis of the machine, taking out a pot of grease, and smearing it on the axle, silencing the squeak.
“What?” he asked, securing the grease-pot in its rightful place and noticing the astonished looks from all the rest. “If I’d known the sound was annoying you, m’lord, I’d have attended to it sooner.”
“It wasn’t annoying you?” Gawain gaped.
Tyrane shrugged. Gawain blinked. Then they continued on their journey, the carriage-bow rumbling along on its springs at the rear.
 
But now they were nearing Last Ridings, the pimple growing before their eyes. Gawain, riding alongside Reef in the van, Elayeen behind them with Meeya and Valin, eyed their surrounds. They could hear the sound of the distant river on the breezes, and the horses could smell it in the air too.
“Home,” Gawain announced quietly. “Does it feel like home to you, Reef?”
The big man shrugged. “It’s a place to rest my bones, sire. But home for me will always be Bernside. I was born and raised there, and my wife and young ‘uns too. Didn’t get to see much of ‘em, towards the end, stationed as I was at Downland before orders came through for escort duty to Serre Mawgan. I like to think of ‘em still there, paddling down at the lake, waiting for me to come home on leave and teach ‘em how to fish for their supper.”
Gawain nodded, a sudden lump in his throat. Reef and the other surviving Riders hadn’t seen Raheen as he had, in the aftermath of Morloch’s Breath. Perhaps it was just as well.
“Was that the bell I heard on the breezes, Longsword?”
“If it was,” Gawain called back over his left shoulder, “You’ve keener ears than mine.”
A dip in the gently undulating land momentarily obscured Crown Peak from view, and then they crested the rise, the ground sloping almost unnoticeably down towards the river, and they saw the trees of Last Ridings bubbling up like a green blister, and the forest between the two forks of the Sudenstem stretching away to the east. As they closed the distance, new and unexpected shapes held their attention, until finally they resolved into view.
“That’s a fair-sized cabin,” Allazar declared, drawing up on Gawain’s left. “And that looks to me like a corral built to the right of it.”
“It does at that,” Gawain muttered. “Could the folk of West Forkings already have built the landing stage I asked for?”
“August ends this night, Longsword, and we left on the tenth day of June. It would have taken some enthusiastic work but it’s easily possible.”
“Is that a small crowd gathering on the far side of the river? At the quay? Elayeen?”
“It is, miheth. There are many lights gathered there.”
“Dwarfspit, has the whole of Last Ridings turned out to greet us, or is it visitors?”
“Could be visitors, sire, returning from East Forkings and the delivering of the wool to Sudshear. It’s that time of year.”
“That’s a relief,” Gawain sighed, “I didn’t think our population large enough to be seen like that.”
But there was indeed a gathering at the quay, and when they rode past the west gable end of the large cabin on the south bank, they were further astonished by the landing stage, and the ferry creaking alongside it.
“Murnin’, melord,” a gruff voice startled them, a bearded fellow smoking a clay pipe stepping out of the cabin. “You’ll be wantin’ the ferry over to Last Ridings?”
“Aye, Serre…?”
“Morkel’s the name, melord. Trowman I was, man and boy, pulled many a rope down Sudshear way afore retiring up in the far Forkin’s. Mayor asked for a ferryman, I put me name down and here I be. You takin’ all them horses over too? We got plenty o’ room in the pen for ‘em otherwise. Beer in the barrels within while yer waitin’ too if ye’ve a thirst?”
Gawain pondered the matter while the rest of the expedition eased forward to the bank.
“Well leave half a dozen here in your care, Morkel. Is there feed for them here, and will they be well-tended?”
The fellow, lean and wiry and weather-tanned, shrugged. “There’s grass a-plenty, melord. Don’t know much about ‘orses. Mayor didn’t say much about ‘em, neither.”
Gawain smiled. “Grass will do for now. And make sure they have plenty of water. I’ll make arrangements for their care back at the hall. As for the beer, I have a friend who owes me, but it’ll have to wait for another time.”
“Aye, melord, as ye wish. I’ll bring up the rope, beggin’ yer pardon.”
A nod to Reef, and half a dozen of the horses were led to their new home, though they watched the proceedings with great interest over the slender poles of the corral fence.
Gawain did too, eyeing Morkel’s advance towards a large winch, which creaked alarmingly when it was cranked. Slowly, and steadily, a hawser emerged from the river, rising higher until its sagging middle dripped perhaps a foot above the fast-flowing waters of the southern Sudenstem.
“Reckon the ferry’ll take six ‘orse and rider at a go, melord. In safety. More if you want yer feet wet.”
“Thank you, Morkel,” Gawain muttered, dumbfounded at the work which had taken place in his absence.
It took time for the ferryman to heave the first party across the water, Reef sent ahead with five of the horses. And there were plenty of those, too, what with the packhorses both parties had taken, their own mounts, and the happy-horses quite unused to being dragged across a mighty flow on a bobbing raft tethered to a swaying rope. Gawain had intended to go over last, but he saw Reef waving more than a hello from the far side, and went second, with Elayeen, Allazar, and Corax.
The crossing was unnerving, not least because Gwyn was eyeing the waters with such delight Gawain feared she’d jump off the platform and try swimming the river. But his heart leapt when he saw the smiling faces on the quayside, and he found himself beaming happily too as Morkel finally bumped the raft up against the new landing built to the side of the older quay.
“Rak, my friend and brother!” Gawain called, striding up the path, “And you’ve brought Ognorm! And Martan! Martan you old goat! What are you doing here!”
Laughing happily, Gawain embraced all three in turn.
“Nah well, I’m yer loyal subject after all,” Martan beamed, “And from what my new mate Oggy told me, you ‘ad something of a diggin’ problem might need looking at. Brought a few of my old mates too, them as got nothing much else to do and no-one left to do it with back in Threlland.”
Gawain nodded up at the gathering of elderly dwarves standing respectfully on the slope above the quay. Then he grinned down at the dwarf fiddling idly with a Meggen mace dangling from a loop on his belt.
“Ognorm, I thought you surely would remain in the Ruttmark, with Nadcracker hanging over the fireplace and tales to tell of its adventures!”
“Narr, and so did I, melord, and so I was, down the pub and all me mates with their eyeballs on stalks gapin’ fit to swallow passing birds when bugger me, his Majesty calls for me by name a second time! And who am I to ignore such a call? No-one, that’s who! Arr, and here comes wizard Allazar! Ooh, and melady! Beg pardon, melady…” Ognorm blushed, and bowed.
“Serre Ognorm,” Elayeen smiled, “I am pleased to see you once again. Serre Martan, Lord Rak.”
“And who are those folk yonder? I know them not,” Gawain nodded towards the gathering.
Elayeen smiled, and gave a gasp of surprise. “There is Arbo, with the red hair, and with him Urman. The lady close by them is Eona, a healer, and all of them from Fallowmead in the Midshearings!”
“Arr, melady,” Ognorm announced, “Picked ‘em up in East Forkings on our way here, they being bound this way an’ all.”
“Indeed,” Rak smiled, politely interrupting his garrulous countryman. “It seems Fallowmead had no need of two healers, and so the lady Eona left her daughter Emelda there in her stead, and on learning Ranger Leeny’s identity and that her Majesty had settled here, came to offer her services to Last Ridings, along with those two fellows.”
“And you, Rak. You weren’t simply passing by.”
“No, my brother. There is news. But it can wait until you and your lady are settled after your journey.”
A glance over the shoulder revealed the ferry already on its way back to the south bank.
“If you don’t mind, my friends, I’d like to remain until my expedition is safely across. We set out together, and I would see us all safely back together again. Allazar, would you escort my lady and our friends back to the Hall?”
“Of course, Longsword.”
“Rak, perhaps you’d wait with me, there are two of Sarek’s men who’ve served the kindred well who would I am sure be glad of the sight of you here.”
“I shall, of course.”
Elayeen and Allazar led the way off up the new path towards the old, Reef promptly stepping in behind his queen, smiling as the others of the Crown’s Guard took their places on the flanks along the way. Gawain watched her greeting the people of Fallowmead, and then he turned and walked with Rak back down the path to the landing platform.
“Is there trouble in Threlland?” he asked, arms folded and his voice rich with concern.
“No, in truth, all is well. Our defences are strengthened, the watchtower at the Point built and manned, all in the Black Hills is as it should be.”
“Yet you didn’t come all this way just to see my new hall and say a cheery hello.”
“No, alas. You have a lot of horses with you, I see. I hope they did not have riders with them when you set out?”
“No. Well actually they did, but those who rode them and treated them disgracefully were enemies, elves and wizards of the Toorseneth.”
“Ah. The faction your lady believes hired the assassins who struck at her and Merrin.”
“Yes.”
“They are the reason, in part, why I am here. I do not know how much you were aware of events in Juria and in Callodon when you left?”
“We knew that Serat of the Ahk-Viell had wormed his way into Hellin’s Hall and into her confidence, and that it seemed likely Brock was planning an incursion into the Old Kingdom to assist the resistance there in the liberation of Pellarn. What else has happened?”
“In brief, Hellin of Juria has married an elf lordling, named Insinnian, the son of a governor of a small north-western province. The wedding took place in Hellin’s own hall, her groom travelling with a retinue of more than fifty of the Westguard. It was this elfwizard, Serat, who conducted the ceremony.”
“Then Juria is now bound by chains of matrimony to Elvendere and the Toorseneth? What of her people, have they not made their voices heard?”
“What would they say?”
“Bugger off Elvendere?”
Rak snorted, watching as the ferryman began again to heave a laden raft back across the river.
“What of the husband, what’s he like, a devoted acolyte of Toorsencreed, no doubt?”
“I do not know his affiliations, my friend, but that would be my guess. What I do know is that he is but fifteen years old and after the necessary week of matrimonial commencement during which consummation is assumed, he and his retinue returned to Elvendere.”
“Tyrane told me that Brock believed such an arrangement would be likely. It would render the crown safer upon her head, he said.”
“And so it does, for now at least. It also has many other implications, especially for you and for Elayeen. Hellin has declared you both unwelcome in her lands. This, she claims, is in support and with the full accord of her husband’s people, who, she says, have been deeply offended by certain criminal acts which Thallanhall has laid at your door. She sent a frosty missive to all lands stating as much. Eryk was incensed. He asked me to come here to assure you of his continued respect, friendship and goodwill. The presence of a contingent of my countrymen dwelling here in Last Ridings might, he hopes, dissuade Hellin from taking any direct action against you. He further politely asks that you do not provoke an incident by venturing across Juria’s borders.”
“Again, Brock warned me to remain well away from Hellin’s lands.”
“Brock has other concerns, my friend. He plans to cross the Ostern in force on the fifteenth of this coming month.”
“Oh, Dwarfspit.”
“Indeed. Word came too late for Eryk to do anything about it but use words considerably stronger than your familiar curse. Once again, Threlland is too far to aid Pellarn in its hour of need. Brock played his cards close to his chest until he sent word of the date.”
“And this time there is no Raheen to help.”
“This time, Brock believes he can win liberation and rebuild the barriers on the south bank of the Eramak.”
Gawain shook his head, but ended the conversation for the time being, pointing out Segrit and Rochard aboard the ferry, and speaking briefly of their deeds. Even a cursory recounting of hammers versus rock-men was enough to stiffen with dwarvish pride any Threllander’s backbone, and the joy of seeing the Lord of Tarn proudly saluting them was clear on the two rangers’ faces, as Gawain had hoped it would be.
Only when they were alone again did their conversation return to recent events.
“Eryk held a council at Crownmount, it lasted for days. I shan’t bore you with the detail thereof, but the outcome was that he proposes an eastern alliance, new treaties with Mornland, Arrun, and Callodon officially recognising the Commander of the Kindred Army and its Rangers, and binding the lands in agreement of mutual military and civil support.”
“Won’t that simply upset Juria even more?”
“That is Eryk’s plan, of course. If the treaties are signed, Hellin will find herself bracketed to the north, east, and south, and very firmly stuck in the middle with nothing but an elvish Elvendere to the west. Her marriage may grant her a certain security where prospective usurpers are concerned, but the council agreed that it was highly unlikely that Thallanhall would risk war with Callodon and Threlland and these eastern principalities just for the sake of spiting you.”
“The Toorseneth allied itself with Maraciss of Goria, Rak.”
The dwarf diplomat was stunned. “They did what?”
“They struck a bargain with the Goth-lord of Simania, the Emperor’s brother, Maraciss. Foul seed, spore, and spawn, in exchange for sowing some of that seed in the south and thus keeping Brock’s attention from the west. It was the Toorseneth and their Graken which struck at these lands with whipweed and Spikebulb. And it was the Toorseneth which struck at Juria as well as Dun Meven.”
“Can you prove this?”
“We have documents taken from the Tower of Urgenenn. But they are unsigned, unsealed, and could have been written by anyone with a knowledge of Elvish script. I’d hoped to use them to bring Hellin to her senses, but on our journey home the lack of identifying marks on the documents was clearly pointed out to me. And yes, we succeeded there, thanks for asking.”
Rak smiled grimly. “The very fact of your standing here was all the proof any of us needed of your success, my friend. I have no doubt that after the feast presently being prepared in the new Hall of Raheen, we’ll all learn the details.”
“True enough. And those details are grim. Has there been any news, do you know, of the ship seen off by the Seasprake in the Bay of Callodon?”
“The Gorian vessel bearing a dark wizard? It has not been sighted by any of Brock’s fleet since the naval engagement with the Seasprake. Is it important?”
“It might be. The ship carried Pelliman Goth, a servant of Maraciss. We killed his brother, Kallaman Goth, at the tower. I don’t know if they were truly related by blood or were merely brethren in that dark order, but the ship was intended to return Kallaman Goth to Goria, and to Simania. I think your telling me of Brock’s invasion date has given me the answer we were seeking for the Goth’s intended premature departure from the tower, and the Toorseneth’s anxiety to be rid of him.”
“You seem almost pleased with the news?”
“I think I am. Maraciss apparently threatened the Toorseneth with a swift invasion of these lands should they fail to keep their end of the bargain and delay Brock’s plans for liberating Pellarn. Maraciss and the Toorseneth must both have learned of Brock’s intentions. Maraciss is too busy and too intent upon the golden throne of Zanatheum to risk splitting his forces in two simply to make good on a threat to elfwizards. Pellarn was a means to an end and no longer worth his fighting to retain. If he defeats his brother and becomes Emperor of Goria, then he’ll come for us all. Not before.”
“And the Toorseneth?”
“Will doubtless continue to grant Simanian forces free passage near the western tree line of the forest, and will dread direct reprisals for their failure at retarding Brock’s plans. That might even give us time to rest, and enjoy a little peace while we plot their downfall. How long can you stay before you return to Merrin and Travak?”
“Long enough to provide the details and paperwork Eryk sent me with. You have the gist of it though. Eryk truly was outraged by Hellin’s missive. I don’t think you know how high his regard for you and your lady truly is.”
“I suspect it is Elayeen who Threlland holds in such high esteem, and rightly so. Esteem high enough to send Ognorm back with Nadcracker, and my dear old loyal subject Martan of Tellek.”
“Aye, and a few more besides, some of them not so old, too. Ognorm told us all of Last Ridings, so we brought supplies and skills with us which Eryk and the council thought you might need. You may not recognise your new home when you see it.”
“Oh that sounds ominous.”
Rak smiled. “Not really. The new tavern is a bit rough around the edges but it’s beginning to develop a personality.”
Gawain laughed.
“I’m serious, my friend. Ognorm even named it, though your man Wex has said you’d have the final say. He calls it The Orb’s Ending, and claims there’s no finer place to drown the evil’s of the day.”
Gawain blinked.
“I do have a favour to ask, my friend,” Rak became serious as another contingent of horses, wide-eyed and distrusting of the ground beneath their feet, was led off the barge by Rangers Arrandel and Kiran.
“Name it.”
“Do you remember Lyas, the apprentice stable-boy? He served in my stables, and tended Gwyn on occasion.”
“I do.”
“He’s outgrown the stables in Tarn, and in truth has learned as much as Rudd, the master groomer, can teach him. You’ve seen my home, Gawain, you know we dwarves are not much for riding.”
“What would you have of me?”
“His father died in the mines when the boy was very young. His mother died giving birth to a brother who also did not survive. Merrin and I took an interest in the lad, hence his apprenticeship. He’s ten now…”
“Rak,” Gawain smiled, “Just ask what you will of me.”
“You have horses here, and there are no finer horsemen than Raheen. Will you have him here, and make of him a master groomer?”
“We’ll make of him the finest horse-master a Threllander could hope to be, if he has the spirit, and I think he does. Did you bring him with you or would have me send for him?”
Rak smiled. “He’s here. It was a long journey by river and by sea, and I needed someone with experience to tend to the animals along the way.”
“Good. I made him a promise once, a long time ago now. Yes, here in Last Ridings is as good a place as any to fulfil it.”
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48. First Choice
 
While the homecoming feast was being prepared, Gawain and Elayeen bathed in their apartment and held each other long and close, afterwards lying abed and listening to the sounds of construction without and preparations within the hall. They spoke not above murmurs and whispers of their love, content simply to be with each other.
Rak hadn’t been too far from the mark when he’d said Gawain wouldn’t recognise the place. The tavern, little more than a cabin a tad larger than the staging post on the south bank, occupied the southern side of the expanse of ground outside the hall. A similar building occupied the north side, a guest-house, it was called, divided into separate rooms with a communal dining area and ablutions for visitors. Those two building alone gave the impression of enclosing the hard-packed area outside the hall into a near rectangular space now commonly known as ‘the square’. Tyrane had parked the carriage-bow there, its business end pointing down the east road towards the distant forest.
Other cabins had sprung up too, dwellings and store-rooms and workshops. The marquee tent was pressed into service once more, and the sound of logs being sawn and lumber being planed told of a long hut being built to serve as a barracks, temporary or permanent no-one could say, for a group of dwarves many of whom were actually carrying out the construction themselves.
Last Ridings, Gawain had felt and seen on his arrival back at the new Hall of Raheen, was expanding, its population growing, filling with people of the kindred races who had either served at Far-gor, or were friends, or who had served as lieutenants in Ranger Leeny’s defence of Fallowmead. Good people, all of them.
Gawain and Elayeen allowed themselves the luxury of two hours together in peace and in each other’s arms, and then, reluctantly, they rose, dressed, and prepared to meet those good people. There was much still to be done before the feast could begin.
Outside the hall, Gawain watched Elayeen as she hurried, fresh clean and glowing, towards Meeya, fresh clean and glowing, and then smiled and shook his head sadly as the pair of them hurried towards Maeve’s cottage, doubtless to gaze in awe upon the infant Kamryn and marvel at how the babe had grown in the two months or more since they’d been away.
Then he spotted Rak, standing with the boy Lyas, in the gap between the new tavern and the road, watching the horses in the grassy field beyond. Gawain grinned, slipped the sword he was carrying into its customary position, and strode over to them, watched by Ognorm and Martan and two other dwarves clutching pint pots at the tavern and beaming happily in the sunshine.
“Rak,” he announced.
“Ah, my friend! I didn’t expect to see you so soon. We were watching the horses, and how they frolic in their new home. We learned from Rider Reef of their mistreatment, and Lyas was keen to observe them.”
“Where else would a horse-master be, but near the animals he loves. Welcome to Last Ridings, Lyas of Tarn.”
“Milord,” the boy touched his heart and bowed a little, clearly unsure what to do. He had seen Gawain’s gentle side, caring for Gwyn in the stables of Tarn, and seen his darker side, raging in fury over Allazar in those same stables. Now here was the King of Raheen, towering over him, and bidding him welcome.
“I made you a promise, a long time ago, do you remember?”
Lyas blinked. “I remember a dream, Serre… milord. And when I woke, I had this…” the boy fished in a tunic pocket and brought out the silver coin Gawain had given him on a cold dark morning before dawn, on the day the expedition had left Tarn for the Barak-nor.
“Well then, come. The promise I made was no more a dream than the coin I gave you, for the care you showed my horse-friend Gwyn. It’s time I fulfilled that promise. Lord Rak has said you’ve learned all you can from Master Rudd in Tarn. Would you learn more, from what’s left of Raheen, here in Last Ridings?”
Lyas blinked, and rubbed his welling eyes. “I would Serre! I truly would!”
“Well then, so shall it be, Lyas of Tarn, ‘prentice horse-master. You’ll need someone to teach you, and I cannot say it’ll be me. I have duties which distract me all the time.” Gawain turned, and flashed a hand-signal towards Wex, standing outside the hall portals and watching everything and everyone around the square. The signal was relayed this way and that, and a couple of minutes later Reef strode hurriedly to join Gawain, the Rider resplendent in fresh, clean, and bright Red and Gold.
“Sire?”
“Reef, this is Lyas of Tarn. Once apprentice to the master groomer of that well-known Threlland town. I have named him ‘prentice horse-master here in Last Ridings, but the boy needs a mentor and guardian. I am giving you that honour, though I expect you to ensure all my Crown’s Guard will assist with his education.”
“Sire!” Reef grinned. “Though he’ll need a box to stand on for the wielding of the ‘comb until he’s filled out a bit.”
“Judging by the amount of supplies stacked in the marquee I daresay a box can be found. But wait. Lyas, your appointment I have made in honour of my friend and brother, Lord Rak of Tarn. The promise I made to you has yet to be fulfilled, and now, in sight of your new master, Reef, and your former lord, Lord Rak, I shall fulfil it. No-one can hope truly to be horse-master who hasn’t a horse of their own to care for.”
Lyas’ eyes widened, and he gazed up at Reef and Rak as if to confirm that this was no waking dream. Reef winked cheerfully, arms folded across his broad chest.
“Those poor beasts who now frolic yonder were treated worse than I might treat a captive Meggen,” Gawain continued. “We destroyed utterly those responsible for that ill-treatment, and on our journey back Reef and I and others tended them all well, hoping to rebuild their trust in the kindred. In Raheen, it is the horse chooses the rider, and so shall it be here in Last Ridings. There’s a small stack of logs over there, do you see?”
“I do, Serre…”
“Sire, lad,” Reef said gently, “You’re ‘prenticed in service to the King of Raheen now.”
“I do, sire, sorry…”
Gawain smiled. “Go stand quietly there, in plain sight of all the horses in the field. The first that comes to you shall be yours to name and to ride, and to call horse-friend. Unless it’s Gwyn, obviously, she doubtless knows you’re a friend.”
Again, Lyas blinked and wiped his eyes, and Reef gave him a gentle push.
“Off ye go lad, King’s orders now.”
The boy saluted clumsily again, and then turned, and hurried away towards the pile of logs some thirty yards away.
“Thank you, Gawain,” Rak declared softly.
He shrugged. “So it was said, so it was done. And thank Reef, not me, he’s accepted a hard duty.”
“Nah, sire, it’s no hardship. You can see the horse in the boy a mile away. No hardship at all.”
“Thank you, Serre Reef,” Rak bowed formally. “My lady Merrin will be delighted to know the boy is in such safe hands.”
“Let’s hope one of those horses thinks likewise,” Gawain sighed. “I remember the endless disappointments of waiting to be chosen. I’d almost given up hope before Gwyn snuck up on me and shoved me into the River Farin.”
They watched, arms folded, while Lyas stood stock-still, staring hopefully at all the horses in the field. Raheen chargers, all six of them, seemed to sense what was taking place, and their chosen mounts likewise, for soon Maeve was there with Kamryn, a puzzled Elayeen and Meeya with her, and Wex, Tam, and Haldin.
Those happy-horses once of the Tau trotted gaily, though the sight of the boy standing alone piqued their curiosity. None approached him though, but one, a young mare, which stopped her prancing and pricked her ears forward towards Lyas as if listening for something. Then she snorted and turned and pranced, joining the others exploring their new home. Suddenly, disappointingly, the herd formed a tight group, and galloped towards the distant trees near the riverbank in the southeast.
Still, Lyas stood, watching them disappear. Gawain smiled, remembering all the hours at dawn he’d stood, waiting to be chosen.
“They’re coming back,” Reef muttered, for the sake of those not Raheen.
And they were, the sound of thundering hooves rising as the herd charged back again, swinging in a lazy arc from the west. Once they’d slowed to a walk, they gathered at the water-troughs and drank, and then moved away. Except one, the mare, who took half a dozen tentative paces towards the boy, stopped, and pricked her ears forward again. Two more steps, then another four, another pause, brown eyes blinking, and then finally the horse trotted over to the boy and stood while he reached up with a trembling hand and stroked that long face peering down at him.
“Honour to ‘im!” Reef beamed.
“Aye, honour to him!” came the response from proud Raheen hearts on this the day of the first choosing in Last Ridings.
 
Later, Gawain eased Elayeen to one side and having noted the three arrivals from Fallowmead, asked to be introduced to them. The sight of the two crowns of Raheen walking towards them had the three folk of that tiny Arrun village blanching. Elayeen they knew, as Ranger Leeny of course, but Gawain was almost a legendary figure, as was the sword whose hilt jutted over his right shoulder.
But they stood their ground, and with hand on heart bowed or curtsied accordingly when the two arrived before them.
“My lord,” Elayeen lilted, smiling though formal, “I am honoured to present lady healer Eona, once of Fallowmead in the Midshearings.”
“My lord.”
“Welcome to Last Ridings, lady Eona. We’re grateful for your offer of service here, where your skills are most welcome indeed. I trust you’ll forgive me for suggesting I hope we never need those skills.”
“Of course, my lord.”
“It must have been a wrench, leaving your home and travelling so far?”
“No, my lord, not really. My daughter though young was loath to leave Fallowmead, where she was born and grew up. I believe she also has her heart set on a young man there, and thus her desire to remain. Fallowmead is far too small to support or warrant two healers, and when word came to us as word does that Last Ridings had none, my decision was made for me. All Arrun owes her Majesty a debt which can never be repaid.”
“Thank you,” Elayeen acknowledged, “But there is no debt, and never was. This is Arbo, my lord, without whose tireless energy and devotion to Fallowmead, the battle might not have been won.”
“Arbo,” Gawain nodded, “Welcome. I’ve heard much about you. Was it you baked the butterscones my lady remembers with such fondness?”
Arbo smiled, as he always did when Elayeen spoke his name, and then blushed. “Aye milord, it was I,” he finally confessed, and then he blurted hurriedly “But I do more things than that milord.”
“He does,” Elayeen confirmed.
“So I have learned. Our home here is growing, we’ll have need of a good fellow with tireless energy, of that I have no doubt. Will you not be missed at home?”
Arbo shrugged. “Not really, milord. Crellan reckoned here were the best place for me, said I was too bright for a dull life and should come. Ma was a bit sad, like you’d expect, but I told ‘er, Ma, it’s not like it’s fabled lands or anything, it’s just up the road a bit from Sudshear. She was all right with that milord.”
Gawain nodded, and tried not to smile. There was something about the youth, an aura of cheerful energy that was hard not to like.
“And this is Urman, my lord,” Elayeen lilted, “Master of many trades.”
“Milord. General ‘and I be, jack of all trades though truly no master of any of ‘em. Done most everything I reckon, even a bit o’ fire working ‘til Chert Ardbinder told me to bugger off for breaking one of ‘is ‘ammers. Not that it were my fault, you understand. Milord.”
“Welcome, Urman. You’ll find no shortage of work hereabouts, of that I’m certain.”
“Aye milord, first marnin’ we woke up ‘ere, Arbo told us about that watchtower up there atop the ‘ill. Fixed it up good and proper between us, we did. Plenty to keep us busy, milord.”
“Ah. Excellent, thank you.”
“Weren’t no chore, milord,” Urman declared, and then fidgeted with his cap.
“I know my lady is glad you’re all here,” Gawain smiled, “It’s no easy thing earning the trust and respect of Ranger Leeny, Queen of Raheen. Welcome, all of you, to Last Ridings.”
With that, Gawain turned, and led Elayeen back towards the hall.
“Y’know, he’s even taller’n I expected!” They heard Arbo telling Urman, and the latter agreeing.
“Their lights burn brightly, miheth,” Elayeen smiled, looping her arm through his. “Arbo will make a good reeve or steward for our hall. At Fallowmead, I only had to ask for something to be done, and it was he who arranged and ensured the doing of it.”
“You sound fond of him, E. Should I be concerned?”
“You should be concerned for your head, making such suggestions, and so soon after our homecoming.”
Gawain smiled. “Speaking of lumpy heads, I haven’t seen Allazar since we made ourselves presentable.”
“I believe he is in the down-below.”
Gawain chuckled. “It’s hardly a down-below, miheth, we’re not living on top of it as they were at Dun Meven.”
“Again you risk your head. Did our two hours alone together leave you so unwise?”
“Breathless and robbed of senses, so probably yes. Do I need to see the vault below Crown Peak, or can it wait?”
“It can wait. There’s not a great deal to marvel at, it is a very small Dun Meven down-below. Though I did note that someone has erected a structure over and around the entrance, perhaps to disguise or conceal it. The work must have been done after I left with the rangers.”
“Probably a wise precaution, hiding it from view of a Graken-rider. Anyone else might think it simply an outhouse or store-room for our hall. Well, I’ll leave the appointment of reeves or stewards in your more than capable hands, miheth. I meant what I said to our friends from Fallowmead. If they’ve earned your trust, they have earned mine.”
“Thank you, G’wain. I had thought…” But then she tailed off.
“Thought what?”
“It is not important.”
“Y’know, I don’t know much about the bearing of children, but I’m fairly sure a clip around the back of the head won’t hurt the unborn. You thought what?”
She looked sheepish, and stopped, and turned to gaze up at him. “I thought you would be different, now we are home once more.”
“Different how? Different why?”
Elayeen shrugged, and placed her hand over his heart. “Different towards me, now that I am with child. Different here in your new Hall of Raheen, where you are indeed King, and have such loyal subjects gathering about you. Different now the threat of the Graken and Urgenenn’s Tower no longer hangs over our heads and that of our unborn son. Different. Harder of heart, perhaps. More like the horse-kings of old I have learned about from Maeve.”
“If you’d rather I drag my weary bones off to the tavern for wild drinking and wenching I might be able to force myself, though looking around the place I think we’re still a bit short of wenches.”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
“Well then, ‘bah’ to your different says I. I will pop my head in the tavern though if only to see what the fuss is about. It looks like a plain enough cabin to me. Besides, Reef owes me free beer from the crater.”
“A free beer.”
“Oh he told you about that, did he?”
“He told me nothing. I am telling you. A free beer. There is feasting yet to come.”
“You do know there’s still time for me to adopt the wise ways of my forebears, don’t you.”
“Bah. Go. I will tell Arbo he is now steward of our hall and ask Urman to check the roof. I think there will be rain in the night, and our home should not leak upon our guests while they celebrate our safe homecoming.”
 
“Welcome to The Orb’s Ending, melord!” Ognorm enthused, dwarves beaming, “First one’s on the ‘ouse!”
Gawain’s smile cracked into a grin. “If Reef weren’t off somewhere instructing a new apprentice, they’d all be on the house for me. How’s the beer, any good?”
“Arr well, better’n the muck down in south Callodon.”
“Good. I know you tested enough of it in Harks Hearth to ensure the poor quality was even throughout the barrels. Is this from Threlland?” Gawain accepted a tankard of dark gold liquid, holding it up and glancing through the glass bottom to check for foreign bodies.
“Nah,” Martan cackled, “Drank all the good stuff waitin’ fer ye to return from the Eastbinding. All this is Arrun ale, down from up yonder at West Forkin’s.”
“Cheers all,” Gawain raised the pot, and drank. The ale was cool, and rich of body as well as colour.
The tavern was little more than a log cabin, at one end of which a board laid across a couple of barrels served as a bar, and behind which more barrels were stacked. Tankards and flagons hung from hooks and nails in the rough-cut ceiling. Within, tables were simple barrels, some with remnants of melted candles stuck to them, and seats were simple rustic benches. But Rak had been right, the room was light and airy and had about it a cheery atmosphere, and standing on a broken saw-horse at the far end was a wooden chest, bound in leather straps and scrap chain. Someone, doubtless Ognorm, had laid a pebble on the top of the lid.
“Thought it might serve as reminder, melord, friends lost, an’ all. So they can share the laughter in ‘ere with us all.”
“Good idea,” Gawain managed, swallowing another lump in his throat and drowning it with another draught. “So, Martan, my old friend, who are these fine fellows?”
“Nah well, that be Gurney Cutcorner with the beard, and next to ‘im, that’s Sparky Sharpmaker, an’ over there…”
“Sparky Sharpmaker?” Gawain blinked. “I recall a Spenny Sharpmaker from the roll.”
A gasp went up at that, dwarves astonished and delighted that Raheen would remember the names of those who’d worked with Martan, cutting the web of tunnels beneath the farak gorin.
“Aye, well, Spenny’s the given name, but we all call ‘im Sparky, on account of ‘im being a tool grinder well as a digger in ‘is youth. An’ Gurney there, Gurney was the one who rounded off the cuts, see, don’t want no sharp edges in the workin’s ‘cept on the tools. There be my old mate Brakky Two-Kegs from Crow’s Peak, left o’ Thurmount, and the short old fart with the pipe in ‘is gob beside ‘im is deaf as a thrukken post so ye can call ‘im what you likes.”
The room erupted with infectious laughter, and even the recipient of the jape slapped his leg in joy, trying not to spill the contents of his tankard.
“Nah, well, in truth ‘is name’s Piper Spikeman, but we all know ‘im as Pipey.”
“Well met, my friends,” Gawain smiled, with great sincerity. “I recognise all your names from the list Martan gave me on the road to Far-gor. Well met, and honour to you, and welcome to Last Ridings.”
“Arr!” came the cheery reply, and tankards were raised, and the toast drunk.
“I can’t stay long, alas,” Gawain sighed. “I am under my lady’s orders to remain for but one.”
“Coof,” Martan exclaimed. “We’d known that, we’d have served it in a bucket.”
More laughter, and Gawain sat at one of the barrel-tables, Martan and Ognorm joining him.
“You ‘ad some trouble on t’other side o’ them mountains then,” Martan sniffed.
“A little. But we had Segrit and Rochard with us, and once again it was good men of Threlland who carried the day. I won’t try to tell the tale here and now, that’ll come later at the feast no doubt, but we met hard rock and pain out there in the Eastbinding, hard rock and pain that moved, and without Threllanders we’d have been in trouble.”
“Arr well, we’re getting accustomed to pulling southern softies’ fat out the fire, an’ no mistake,” Ognorm laughed, but with great pride shining below his bushy eyebrows, for his countrymen and for Gawain for singling them out. “There’s more of us ‘ere an’ all, but they’re building a long cabin yonder aways.”
“Aye,” Martan nodded, “More of the rangers, Major Sarek’s lads. Volunteers all.”
“All of ‘em volunteered in truth,” Brakky announced, “So we ‘eard anyway.”
“Aye it’s true, they did, when the call come,” Martan confirmed, “But it were the Major as picked ‘em, the ranks o’ them rangers being fresh-swollen with volunteers since that nasty bit o’ business with yer lady and Lord Rak’s up at the Point. Don’t you fret, Serre Majesty, the Major’s got plenty more where them lads come from.”
Ognorm nodded earnestly, and gazed at Gawain.
“I reckon ‘is Majesty King Eryk would’ve sent all of ‘em, melord, if he thought he could’ve done so without leaving us empty up there at ‘ome. When he called me by name the second time, and I went there to Crownmount and the Hall of Threlland’s Fathers, I never seen him so angry.
“You! He shouts, pointing at me, and me all a-tremble and like to make trouser-bricks wondering what I done, You! Ognorm o’ the ‘Mark! You still got that knobby stick Nadcracker? I do, yer Majesty, says I. Good! shouts he, pacing all around, and wizard Dakar looking like he made plenty of trouser-bricks hisself. Bloody good! shouts he again, then comes down the steps right up to me, pokes ‘is royal finger in me unworthy chest, and says, no word of a lie, Oggy, you take Nadcracker down there to where Raheen now dwells and if anyone or anything so much as squints at ‘im sideways, you shove that Nadcracker up their arse and tell ‘em hello from Eryk! And with that he pokes me in the chest again and I says, Arr yer Majesty, I shall!”
Another chorus of ‘arrs’ met this last remark before Ognorm took another pull on his tankard and continued.
“Well, Serre wizard Dakar catches up with me outside and says that actually, my orders weren’t to be taken literal, like, as though I were an ‘ammer short of a belt-loop, but I got ‘is drift. We all did, I reckon.”
“Aye, in truth,” Martan sighed. “Us since then learnin’ about Juria’s misfortunes and all.”
“Well I’m glad you’re all here. Did you bring your tools with you?”
“Nah well there’s a daft question for the King of Raheen hisself to be askin’ men o’ Threlland!” Martan protested. “You sure you ain’t one o’ them Grimmand things, yer Majesty, me real king being replaced out there in the Eastbinding?”
“Sorry. I meant no offence. And yes, I’m sure.”
“Narr,” Ognorm’s eyes narrowed, “But ‘ow would we know?”
“The Kindred Rangers and my lady would probably have noticed.”
“Arr. Good point well made melord.”
“You got a job for us then, Serre?” Martan asked, hopefully, and all of his good old boys sat up straighter, and with great expectations.
“Actually, yes, though it’s probably not the kind of task a Threllander would relish.”
“You tell us the job, Serre, and we’ll discuss the relish after it’s done.”
“All right,” Gawain smiled, taking a long pull on his tankard. “There’s a promontory in the west…”
“Aye, seen it, up a rise, lumpy and standin’ well clear o’ the river’s flow. You can see the whole mighty torrent from it, all the way to the ‘orizon. That the place?”
“Yes, Martan, that’s the place. When I was there last, I thought it might a good place for a small fortification, were it level enough. But it’s hard rock up there, and we were very few before your arrival.”
“Piece o’ cake.” Martan grinned, to another chorus of ‘arrs’. “Afore ye go, Serre, there is one thing we bin wondering about since we got ‘ere.”
Gawain drained his tankard and stood, smiling at them all and seeing the twinkle in their eyes. “And what would that one thing be, my friend?”
“Where’s this Crown Peak we keep ‘earing about? All we seen is that molehill in yer back yard.”
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49. Humming
 
The feast on that last day of August was one of epic proportions. Gawain, when he saw the long table in the hall, couldn’t imagine that such food came from Last Ridings, and only after repeated exclamations of disbelief was it finally revealed that yes, pork and beef had come down the river from West Forkings, but that cows, pigs, and of course sheep too were now counted among the living residents of Gawain’s new land.
Before wine and beer began to flow in earnest, a debate arose in the crowded hall concerning the instituting of August 31st as a recurrent feast-day, there being so much to be grateful for, and so many reasons for repeating the festivities each year. It was unanimously agreed that an annual end of summer feast would be a grand thing, but where debate became heated concerned the naming of it. Homecoming, Gawain’s Day, Eastbinding Day, Endsummer Day, and many more were offered and considered, until, sighing with exasperation, Allazar called to the head of the table:
“Longsword, you decide, or we’ll be arguing all night.”
“Oh! Longsword Day!” someone declared, and this was met with laughter and happy jeering.
Gawain nodded, resplendent in his colours, Elayeen radiant beside him. A hush fell over the throng, and throng indeed there was with the new arrival of dwarves, and Arrunfolk from Fallowmead, and Kindred Rangers.
“There can be only one name for this day, my friends, and I hope those of you not of Raheen will understand and be accepting of it. Let today forever be known as First Choosing Day, here in Last Ridings.”
A great cheer went up, and Brakky Two-Kegs produced a fiddle and began playing a rousing jig, and Piper Spikeman, Old Pipey, revealed the real reason for his name beyond the ever-present clay pipe clenched between his teeth, joining in with skirling elbow-pipes and drones, and thus began the dancing and the clapping, and the night’s joy.
It was a sultry evening, humidity rising, and Elayeen had, it seemed, been correct in her estimation that it would rain later in the night. All the signs were there. But even with the shutters thrown wide open, the hall became a little stifling for those who had spent so much time out of doors of late, and so Gawain found himself with a loaded plate and a full tankard of ale outside, sitting on the wheel of the carriage-bow, Tyrane, Allazar, and Rak standing nearby with him.
“So, m’lord, the fifteenth of September is the day?”
“So it would seem, Tyrane. Are you anxious to return to Callodon?”
“No word has come yet recalling me, and I do not know what use I might be to General Igorn and his plans. I have not been a part of them.”
“But you are concerned nevertheless, Major,” Rak said quietly, sipping a beaker of spiced wine. “It is only natural that you would be.”
“A lifetime of thinking of Gorians only as the enemy is difficult to overcome, m’lord. Knowing that Callodon’s fate will soon rest entirely upon the trustworthiness of Gorians does not make for a comfortable night’s sleep.”
“Yet,” Gawain declared, “Those we fought alongside when we clawed our way out of the forest together with the Orb remained true to their word, and were honourable in that regard. If those who are allied now with Igorn are of the same stock and quality, then indeed, Pellarn might be free once more, and soon.”
“Would not this Maraciss fear a free Pellarn on his eastern flank?”
“Not if the barriers at the Eramak are raised,” Gawain offered, “Maraciss knows even a Pellarn freed from the yoke of his oppression would be content to remain on their side of the barriers, and leave the Empire to solve its own problems.”
“Then I do not understand Goria’s desire to work with Pellarn and Callodon to liberate the Old Kingdom. What’s in it for them, m’lord?”
Gawain put his tankard on the carriage-bow’s grease box, and attacked a slab of cheese from his platter. “I’ve thought long and hard about that, these last few weeks. Denying Maraciss the Ostern, for one thing, and denying them a fall-back position should Zercees advance from Zanatheum and drive his brother back ever eastward. With the Eramak closed against him at his back, Maraciss would have nowhere to fall back to and regroup his forces but his own province of Simania and its capitol, Simatheum. There, bound by Elvendere to the east, and with Zercees legions advancing, he’d have nowhere to go but north.
“Pellarn is large, and in the event of a successful campaign by Zercees, would make for a formidable haven, protected on both sides by the Eramak and Ostern, the latter giving Maraciss exit to the sea and thus a means of outflanking the Emperor and moving behind his lines further up the coast.”
“It would seem to make sense, Longsword, but then, as you well know, I am no military man.”
“It does make sense,” Gawain agreed with no hint of humour or arrogance, “But the fly in the ointment is Pelliman Goth’s ship. All the way back from the Eastbinding, that particular worm has gnawed. I know the threat Maraciss made to the Toorseneth concerning invasion of these lands was hollow. But the fact that Maraciss wished to deter Brock from advancing across the Ostern suggests that the Goth-lord of Simatheum understands the new strategic significance of the land he was planning to destroy as a test of the Orb’s power.”
“And that being so, he might wish to retain it, and strengthen its defences,” Rak declared. “Will Brock be aware of this?”
Tyrane nodded. “I daresay, m’lords. Igorn has boots on the ground in Pellarn, and though his Majesty will be unaware of developments between Elvendere and Maraciss, he’ll have a better idea of what he’s up against than we.”
“We should send word to Brock anyway, Allazar. Tomorrow, after the effects of the feast have worn off, have Harribek send a bird to Callodon. Try to get as much detail in the message as you can about the Toorsen-Maraciss alliance, and the reason for the ship.”
“I shall, Longsword.”
“Perhaps you would also ask Harribek how long it might be before we are able to receive birds direct from Callodon. I have no idea how long the process of training his feathered couriers takes.”
“He’s begun training some already, m’lord,” Tyrane declared, “I spoke with him this afternoon. The first flock of new-borns is nearing the end of fledging, so he said. But how long it will take before two-way communications are in place and reliable, I cannot say.”
“Well, I doubt these things can be rushed. It will take as long as it takes. In the meantime, Brock is poised on the brink of the Ostern, and facing whatever defences Maraciss has in place waiting for him. Here, we have Serat and the Toorseneth in Juria and Hellin’s face set against us. Considering the enemy we were facing this time last year, I’d say we’re pretty well off, wouldn’t you?”
“Certainly in Threlland we have seen nothing more of Morloch and his evil.”
Gawain nodded, and swallowed a mouthful of roast pork. “It was Morloch and Salaman Goth who intended to take Pellarn and obtain the Orb of Arristanas more than three hundred years ago, of that I am now certain. His plans were ruined by one of my forebears, Edwyn the Third. Hence the business with Urgenenn’s Tower which is now ended. The pieces of the puzzle are coming together for me, slowly but surely. The darkness now in Goria was originally of Morloch’s making, but now the Goth-lords of old have risen, and it is Maraciss who seeks to bind them all to his own base cause and the gaining of the throne of Empire.”
“Yet Kallaman Goth bore an Eye of Morloch, Longsword.”
“He did indeed. An Eye strangely clouded. The Goth I killed in the forest in the quest for the orb wore an Eye too, remember, and we pondered briefly whether it was to Morloch or Maraciss that Eye reported. I believe the answer is Maraciss, and the reason Kallaman Goth’s was clouded was all around us in the Tower of Urgenenn.”
Allazar frowned. “The vitreous rock, which Corax spoke of?”
“And the Eastbinding itself, yes. Our Kindred Rangers could not see Kallaman Goth and the Meggen until they emerged from the cavern below the tower and you’d blown the door off. The Goth’s Eye couldn’t see Maraciss in the northwest likewise. I suspect the Condavian destroyed by the fish-eagles answered to Kallaman Goth, too.”
“Alas, my friend, you are speaking of events with which I am not familiar.”
“Ah, my apologies, Rak. Come, it’s cooling a little, and probably about time for the yarns to commence anyway. My tankard appears magically to have emptied itself, too, and Reef is within, and owes me free beer.
“A free beer,” Allazar muttered.
“Don’t you start, you beardless beardwit. And may I say how disappointed I am now that you have shaved off the badge of all your tribe.”
Allazar sniffed. “I see that your royal chin is bare now too, Longsword. Was there a strong gust of wind this afternoon?”
Laughter, hearty and honest, met this remark, even from Gawain himself.
“My lady didn’t like it,” he protested, feigning surprise, “Think she was worried I’d become a wild king of yore or something. She even mumbled something about cutting my hair tomorrow.”
 
Breezes grew stronger, and the hall grew cooler, and the story-telling began, the tale of the expedition to the Tower of Urgenenn, told by those who went there. Those who had remained in Last Ridings or were newly arrived listened with rapt attention, enthralled by the descriptions of rock-men, and dog-bats, and giant rock Aknids, and a geyser which few outside of Threlland’s realm had ever witnessed. All contributed to the tale, and Gawain was astonished at the new self-assurance exuded by Segrit and Rochard, the two dwarf rangers become so much more than they had been before the expedition set out, their shy and taciturn nature left in the dust of the trail they had walked.
Elayeen and the Kindred Rangers told their tale too, of how they caught up with Gawain’s expedition, and found the Tower at the end of that final pass. Long into the night they spoke, few noticing the rain when it came, though Gawain did smile to himself when the roof leaked not and sought Urman’s eyes down the table for a nod and a wink of gratitude for the repairs.
Thus, the first Feast of First Choosing in the new Hall of Raheen passed, with joy and astonishment and the recounting of events now thankfully a memory, until, in the early hours, people began drifting away to their beds, heads and ears buzzing, stomachs and hearts full.
Later, in the hours before dawn, Gawain lay awake, gazing up at the ceiling in the faint glow of a single lamp, Elayeen asleep beside him, her head on his left shoulder, her arm thrown across him.
If he closed his eyes and strained his hearing, he could almost hear the blade humming, propped where it was against the wall not three feet away to his right. Humming with the power of all the strange aquamire which that ancient and rune-etched steel had imbibed along the way since its great discharge in the hall in Ferdan, there at Kings’ Council, now seemingly so long ago.
He hadn’t drawn the blade except to clean and oil it, once, after the slaying of Kallaman Goth and Obin of the ToorsenViell. Few therefore who might be familiar with the sword had noticed the fresh darkness swimming deep within the steel. Certainly Allazar had been far too preoccupied at the time it was last wielded.
He’d worried that when Elayeen declared she thought he might be different on his arrival home, it might be because she understood how much of the strange aquamire had passed into him through the blade. But that hadn’t been so. Her fears were the lingering doubts which still plagued her, doubts concerning the loss of her own identity and perhaps the girlish and perfectly natural concern that Gawain would find the signs of her impending motherhood unattractive and lessen his love for her.
If he closed his eyes, and strained a little, he could see shapes swimming in the fog, the worms of clues and portents made manifest. Morloch diminished but far from powerless. A Toorseneth weakened but far from destroyed and certainly no less of a threat even with their eastern stronghold destroyed. Civil war imminent in the Empire, Goth-lords sundered from Morloch newly risen and jockeying for power, Zanatheum the prize. Hellin of Juria no longer an ally, and far removed from friendship. And at the Jarn Gap, Brock and Igorn were mustering their forces, preparing for an invasion of Pellarn, there to aid a Gorian-backed resistance movement in liberating the Old Kingdom, hoping to rebuild barriers which had held Imperial forces at bay for three centuries.
Elayeen stirred, and sighed, mumbling a few words in Elvish barely audible and to Gawain, unintelligible. He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling again.
He would build a stronghold of his own, at the promontory. Doubtless there would be those who would think it pure folly, given the fact of the vault beneath Crown Peak. But Last Ridings was growing, and though he hadn’t seen it yet, the vault, by all accounts of those who had, was small. So he would build his folly, thick walls of stone, perhaps even a roundtower of his own, built to withstand whatever spawn the Toorseneth might send against them. Besides, Martan was here, Martan and his good old boys, and they had done secret work for him before, and would again.
Morloch. Maraciss. Pellarn. Toorsencreed. Hellin. In the vault beneath Crown Peak, a Morgmetal Casket destined to be opened by Gawain’s unborn son, any mention of whom seemed to cloud Valin’s eyes with sorrow. The sudden first rising in Allazar of Eldenbeard at Urgenenn’s Tower, even though, in truth, they had faced many threats since sword and circle had unleashed Raheen’s hidden power, all of them at least as perilous as Kallaman Goth. Now there’s a worm, Gawain thought. And swimming unbidden through the fog of his insight, an image of a citadel, high-walled, its mighty gates sealed: The D’ith Hallencloister.
And that, Gawain frowned, was not so much a worm, as a snake in the grass, and one which had somehow managed to avoid everyone’s attention for far too long.
 
oOo
The Longsword Chronicles will continue in Book 8
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