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Prologue
 
“Have you ever not quite woken up, and found yourself in that twilight world between dreams and wakefulness, and then with a rising sense of terror, wondered where you were? And then, just when panic numbs your blood and you think your heart has stopped, a familiar sound, or a sensation, or a scent, will draw you into wakefulness, and all is well? Well, we were caught there, in that twilight world, and it was a struggle to get out.”
 
The DarkSlayer, as told to the Bard-Chronicler Lyssa of Callodon



1. Farewells
 
Whatever hopes Gawain and Elayeen may have held for peace and quiet in Tarn after the Battle of Far-gor were quickly dashed, at least for the first week following their arrival in lord Rak’s hometown. There were feasts and celebrations which saw days and nights blur from one event to another with little chance for sleep between, and in truth the relief and joy at surviving the battle were real, and the celebrations understandable given how close all lands south of the farak gorin had come to destruction.
“We were lucky,” Gawain complained again, his eyes aching from too long without sleep, and his head reeling from too much beer.
“Bah,” Eryk announced, taking another long draught on a tankard of dark Threlland ale while musicians played and the throng danced in Tarn Square in spite of the cold night air.
“No,” Gawain asserted, his speech slurring, “We were finished. All of us. But for the far-gor collapsing, that army would’ve swallowed us whole. But for Martan and his eighty-two good old boys, and those engineers surveying the path of that underground river a thousand years ago…”
“But for you, Raheen, and bah to yer modesty again, says I.”
“No,” Gawain insisted, and eyed the dregs of the ale in his tankard suspiciously. “I had no idea… I had no idea he had so many… I thought…”
“I think, Longsword, it’s time that the commander of the victorious kindred army had some rest, lest he become overly tired and emotional.”
“Heh,” Eryk of Threlland chuckled over the din of the music and the throng, “Tired and emotional! Trust a wizard to use three words when ‘drunk’ would do!”
“Allazar’s right though,” Gawain closed one eye to get a clearer look at the king sitting next to him, “But don’t tell ‘im I said so…”
Eryk belched, and laughed, and waved his tankard, calling for more ale, and while he did so, Allazar discreetly helped Gawain to his feet, and led him across the square towards the crowded inn, and the room they’d once shared there so long ago. Derrik the landlord, slightly inebriated himself, spotted them as they entered and hurried to help as they began trying to ease their way through the crowd around the bar. Lifting Gawain’s free arm over his neck, the innkeeper nodded to the wizard, and together they managed to get the drunk and exhausted young man up the stairs and into bed.
“Where’s E?” Gawain protested, his head lolling while he tried to survey the room, “Where’s Elayeen?”
“Our lady is at lord Rak’s house, with lady Merrin.” Allazar soothed, dragging one of Gawain’s boots off, “Which is where you’ll be again when you’ve had a good sleep and are more presentable. I’m not taking you back to lady Merrin’s house in this condition.”
“Oh. Yes… lady Merrin’s house… We were lucky Alzallar. I was wrong. ‘Bout Morloch. He fooled me, Azlallar, he fooled me… did you see the way she shot that old whitebeard?”
“I did, my friend. We all did.”
“Shot ‘im clean through like that Salmalan Goth… clean through…” And then Gawain’s head lolled back onto the pillow, his eyes rolled back in his head, and he slept.
“Yes, Gawain,” Allazar whispered sadly, stone-cold sober, his face filled with concern. “Shot him clean through. And never have I seen such a cold and callous execution as we all witnessed there, on the shore of the farak gorin.”
 
At the end of that week of happy chaos, when hangovers finally cleared and the wreckage of the celebrations was at last swept away, the gales and rains came, flushing drains and cleansing cobbles. It was hard rain too, the kind Captain Tyrane of Callodon preferred; ‘the kind that bounces off your helmet and doesn’t sneak its way under your cloak like misty muck does.’ He was the first to leave, taking Rollaf and Terryn with him, and a dozen of the new ‘Kindred Rangers’, elves of the ninety-five who had survived the battle. Most of those elves had already left, travelling south with survivors from Mornland, Arrun, Juria and Callodon.
Those new Rangers, possessed of the Sight of the Eldenelves passed to them by Elayeen, were outcast as far as Elvendere’s Thallanhall was concerned, and reviled, never to return to their homeland on pain of death. But as far as all those who’d stood together beneath the flag of the kindred were concerned, they were deeply respected, and admired for the sacrifice they had made. They would be made welcome in all lands, as friends, and not just for their new oath of duty to Gawain and Elayeen, to serve the kindred races of Man by keeping watch for all things dark wizard-made.
The elves themselves, moved to tears in many cases by the generosity and friendship of those who had stood behind them in the face of the ToorsenViell and Toorsengard, wore the symbol of the Kindred Army on their tunics with great pride. And they, perhaps more than anyone else save for Elayeen, understood the profound nature of their new allegiance and their new duty.
 
“Must you leave so soon, Tyrane?” Gawain asked, “I know Rak would be more than happy for you to winter here.”
Tyrane nodded. “Though the war’s not over, m’lord, the battle’s done. I and the lads wear the Black and Gold, and we’ve all been a long time away from the land we call home.”
“I know,” Gawain sighed, and nodded, “And I know Brock said you were mine for as long I needed. But for now at least the need is past, and I won’t keep you from your homeland.”
“Thank you,” Tyrane smiled, though sadly. “And it’s a long way back to the Guards’ headquarters. Besides, King Brock will doubtless want to know all that happened, and I don’t think Lieutenant Hillyer is much of a story-teller. He’ll get there at least ten days before me, too.”
Gawain nodded again, he and Elayeen and Allazar standing in the shelter of the sloping roof of the inn’s stables. Then he took a bulky packet of letters from under his cloak. “You’ll give this to Brock for me?”
“I shall, from your hand to his, and no other between, my word on it.”
“As well as letters of commendation, it explains about Arramin remaining here, in Threlland’s libraries. I suspect the old boy’s already read every book in Callodon, and he seemed genuinely excited at the chance of rummaging through the dwarven ones. I’ve said in the letter that I need him to check some historical thing or other… a feeble excuse just in case anyone should object to Arramin’s remaining.”
“I doubt they will, m’lord. And we’re pleased for the old boy. The lads’ll miss him, already do since he left for Crownmount with King Eryk and General Karn.”
“Then this is goodbye,” Gawain sighed, eyeing the captain and the two scouts, and glancing at the elves waiting patiently on their horses in the teeming rain. “We all owe you so much…”
Tyrane shook his head. “You owe us nothing, my lord. We’d have followed you anywhere, and with pride in our hearts.”
“Anywhere except that one place.”
“Yes, anywhere except there.”
“You still have all those notes and papers?” Gawain nodded towards the bulging saddlebags on Tyrane’s horse.
“I do. And in the dark hours of winter and when my duties permit, I intend to make of them a book, and in it, all the details of the Battle of Far-gor. With luck, it’ll be of some use to the Guard, should the need ever arise again.”
“Make many copies, my friend. Without your keen eye for detail and your planning, we could never have survived the first engagement.”
“I shall.”
“And besides, the good folk of Port Yarris and all the other villages should know how vital the supplies they sent were to the outcome of the battle. Who could’ve guessed that jars of pickled fish would’ve been so essential to our defences?”
There was a long pause then, Gawain and Allazar and Elayeen standing close together, cloaked in sadness, and Tyrane, Rollaf and Terryn likewise.
“Farewell, my friends, and safe journey home,” Gawain announced, fighting against the lump in his throat, “This time it really is an ending. Never forget that Raheen counts you friend, and never hesitate to call upon Raheen should you have a need.”
“My lord,” Tyrane nodded, teeth clenched against his emotion.
And then the three men of Callodon snapped a salute, and before anyone could offer an arm or an embrace, turned sharply on their heels, and marched out into the rain and to their horses.
When they’d mounted, rain streaming down their faces and masking the tears which had threatened to rob them all of dignity, Gawain saluted, Elayeen curtsied, and Allazar bowed. Together, the three of Raheen watched as the men of Callodon and a dozen Kindred Rangers left Tarn.
 
Nor was it the last sad parting to be made in the aftermath of the victory celebrations. The four surviving Riders of Raheen, together with Jaxon and Kahla, were the next to leave, and that too was an emotional farewell, made all the more so by the fact that it was Gawain’s suggestion that the Riders return to Arrun.
They’d protested, of course, the four men of the Red and Gold, but Gawain had silenced their objections with a regal hand. Someone, he’d said, had to tell Maeve of Castletown what had happened at the Battle of Far-gor. Someone had to carry the sad news of the loss of Rider Arras, and his horse-friend, Chandarran. And someone had to be there to help Maeve teach her children the ways and customs of Raheen, and its long and proud history.
Besides, Gawain had said, there were few enough Raheen steeds in the world, and though all had lost their families and friends to Morloch, there were yet Riders in the lands south of the Teeth, and still with their horse-friends. Life could go on, and Raheen could go on too, in hearts and minds if not by bloodline, and though the horse-friends were old, perhaps they still had enough in them to sire new bloodstock. The same, perhaps, could also be said of the Riders themselves. And the people of Arrun were a gentle folk, and the men of Raheen and their steel might yet be needed.
As for the couple from Goria, they’d learned that Arrun was a gentle land, and from what they knew of it, it seemed most of all like that Imperial province, Armunland, where they’d spent most of their lives. Threlland and its high hills and mountain peaks were alien to them, and since the Riders of Raheen had made a promise to teach them how to throw arrows, and how to ride well, and since they were also now free people of Raheen…
Gawain had smiled, and so too had all the men from Raheen. The two former slaves were filled with such enthusiasm and passion for life since fighting for their liberty on the long road from Goria, it was difficult not to be fired by sparks from the flames of their lives. And so the Riders had, reluctantly, agreed to return to Arrun, to keep alive what traditions of Raheen they could, to guard Maeve and her children well, and if all went well with them, to begin again, perhaps even to raise horses in that soft and verdant land.
Their deepest sadness, though, was evinced by Gawain’s quiet instruction that they should no longer wear the Red and Gold, except in open battle. It would, Gawain had said, mark them for Morloch’s vengeance, and Morloch would not suffer defeat at Far-gor lightly, and certainly not without seeking to lash out at the victors.
But depart they did, with ample provisions, and though their eyes were rimmed by sorrow and the memory of the loss of Arras, hearts were filled with pride, and joy, too; there were yet Riders of Raheen abroad, and the King, his lady, and his wizard yet lived.
 
There was one more farewell, of a kind, to be made before any amount of peace could be hoped for. Martan of Tellek, fêted throughout Threlland together with his small army of once-discarded pensioners, was going home to Tellek, where he hoped to end his days in peace and quiet at the tavern, regaling all with tales of his time beneath the Teeth, and tales of his time beneath the farak gorin.
On the Point of Tarn, overlooking that very land of nothing, Rak had built a substantial open-faced hut complete with bench seats, and ringed by sharp defences to protect against Razorwing attack. “Arramin’s Cabin” it was called, for it was in this cabin that Arramin had spent his long and lonely watch, guarded by Rollaf and Terryn, serving as the kindred’s very own Condavian.
Here, on a dull and damp day nearing the end of October, Gawain now sat with Allazar, Rak, and Martan of Tellek, gazing in shock and disbelief at the panorama before them.
“Well… poke me in the eye and call me a trouser-brick, if that ain’t beyond belief. Never would’ve believed it, if I weren’t sitting ‘ere seeing it with these old blobs.”
Where once a vast expanse of brown and sparkling bitchrock stretched away to the Teeth in the north and the wilds of Goria in the west, now the vast expanse was rent asunder, a canyon fully eight miles wide winding its way the length of the farak gorin.
Rak drew in a deep breath of chill northern air, and sighed. “I was here, with Arramin, and Eryk, and others too, when Morloch’s army was swallowed by that great collapse.”
Martan took four wooden pots from his backpack on the floor by his feet, and began filling them with ale from the keg he’d brought to keep a promise made in the days before the battle.
“We had seen the enemy advancing, and from here, as clear as you can see today, we observed the Army of the Kindred engage with the enemy vanguard.” Rak paused while he accepted the ale from Martan, and when they each had a pot of beer, there was a small and thoughtful tapping together of the rims, though no-one had the heart to suggest a toast.
Far below, on the southern shore of the farak gorin, they could see the large and sombre cairn, the monument raised to the Fallen of the Kindred after the battle. North of it, for a mile or thereabouts, the familiar brown of the bitchrock, peppered with the bodies of dead Meggen left there to the elements. And then, the southern cliff of the as-yet unnamed canyon, broad, and deep.
In places in that canyon they could see the silvery white of foaming water, an immense river, raging westward, boiling over the jagged remains of the roof which had covered and thus hidden its existence for millennia. Occasionally, when the swirling winds whipped in, they could hear its distant, muted roar.
“We saw the Graken attack from the south, though the creature itself was small seen from here,” Rak continued, “But we could see the damage it did, the smouldering fires, the sudden fall of men and horses. From here,” Rak sighed softly, “From here it looked like holes appearing in the tents of the hospital, and the ranks of the cavalry.
“Eryk was beside himself with rage. I have never seen him thus. He paced, his fists clenched, breath hissing. Then he advanced the edge of the Point, and stood clutching the halberd-poles of the Razorwing fence, screaming curses at Morloch and at the dark army advancing south. Then, when it became clear that the next wave of Meggen were rushing towards your lines in the aftermath of the Graken’s attack, Brant and Fellek had to physically restrain him, so intent was he on rushing down there to fight with you.
“When something of his reason returned, and still held by the staff officers, he fell to his knees, weeping with helpless fury, and whispering curse after curse as the enemy drew closer to the line.
“Then we saw two green puffs of smoke above the battle-camp. Something happens, my lords! Arramin shouted, pointing. And we watched, and then before our very eyes a great host of their army fell into a pit, and lines began to spread, north, south, east, west, and lines diagonally, joining all the other lines together, spreading like a web.
“And like flies stuck to the strands of that web they fell with the bitchrock, the pattern clear for all to see then just as its remains are clear for all to see now, though then there were thousands of Morloch’s army there. It’s stopped! Eryk announced, and for a moment, it did. For a moment, that foul army, its centre ripped out, still marched onward either side of the web, leaping across the ditches that still run all the way to the west, and to the east beyond the Barak-nor.
“And then,” Rak paused, and took a draught of ale, “And then we saw the line at the northern end of the web begin to widen. We began to feel the rumbling beneath our feet, and before our eyes the northern crack widened, becoming a gaping maw, cliffs new-formed shearing and tumbling to the depths, the maw widening, north and south, rushing, as though the farak gorin were a great beast, fresh awoken and yawning. To the south the cliffs fell away, the line rushing towards the shore, swallowing everything on its journey, and likewise to the north, though the only thing consumed there was the bitchrock itself.
“And then silence. In the depths of that canyon, all was turmoil, foam and mist and spray and raging waters. Sinkhole! Arramin exclaimed, trembling with awe. And here we stood, gaping like the farak gorin itself. Were it not for the message which lit the wizard’s staff, we might have gaped, transfixed by the sight of it, for hours.”
“Eight miles,” Martan gasped, wide-eyed, and then sipped his ale. “Poke me in the eye. Eight miles.”
“We were lucky,” Gawain announced again.
“I dunno, Serre, I dunno, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
“I don’t mind, Martan.”
“See, them daft buggers of olden times dug too deep, in that number six run. We dug too deep too, else we wouldn’t ‘ave cut into their tunnel. We was lucky it didn’t go then, in summer, after that big wave went knockin’ into the Teeth and back again. It were always goin’ to go, Serre, that number six run, just a matter o’ when. That’s why they left that spike in the hole, too scared to knock it out I reckon. It was always goin’ to go. Ain’t no denying though, we ‘elped it on its way.”
“If I’d launched the two greens earlier,” Gawain whispered. “Bek would still be here, and Hern, and Imzenn, and all the others. If I’d launched the two greens earlier…”
“You couldn’t know, Longsword. You couldn’t know. Don’t torture yourself with ifs and buts. They are nothing but doors you could not see until you'd already walked through the one you chose.”
“And if you had launched the signal earlier, my brother, who is to say the collapse would have occurred as it did?”
“Aye, Serre, lord Rak’s right y’know,” Martan nodded, refilling Gawain’s pot. “We made the workin’s weak all right, me and the boys. But who’s to say that the number six didn’t need the weight of all them Morlochs tromping across it to make the cracks to bring it down? Number six was our ending, and it was deep, roof were thick and not undercut like we made the web. It were always goin’ to go, and we ‘elped it on its way, but where ‘ard rock and pain’s concerned, who’s to say it didn’t need to be tromped on too?”
Gawain nodded, but still felt the pain of loss. He still remembered the agony in Allazar’s voice when Imzenn fell, and the stunned pain of loss in Karn’s voice when Bek was reported fallen. And remembered all of their horror when Hern was brought down, and when the Kraal destroyed the number two grappinbow… So many lives lost. So many farewells. So many names on the cairn.
And there they sat, quietly, listening to Martan telling for Allazar and Rak’s sake about the building of the web, the finding of the ancient surveying tunnels, and of the Morgmetal spike, and of the laying of the fuse and the lighting of it. Until the small barrel of ale was empty, and it was time for Gawain to embrace the old Threlland miner, and with eyes welling, bid him farewell with a promise of good port wine the next time they met.
 
oOo



2. Reflections
 
When Martan of Tellek had trudged away down the well-worn path to Rak’s house and beyond to begin his journey home, Gawain sighed a long sigh, and leaned back against the wall of the cabin.
“Here we are again, my friends,” Allazar announced, softly. “Though with a little more comfort than before, when all there was to sit on was that rock, yonder.”
“Aye. It seems like a lifetime ago,” Rak agreed. “And so much has happened, to us all.”
“There’ll be time for catching up,” the wizard smiled. “It will take Morloch a long time to recover from this blow. Longsword may believe he failed to move Morloch’s pieces where he wanted them, but the fact is, Morloch did move them to the right place, in the end.”
“Yes, my brother, you did well. Not even Merrin knew what Martan was up to down there. The secret was well kept, from friend as well as enemy.”
Gawain shook his head. “I doubt I’ll ever believe this victory was my doing. In my heart of hearts, I shall always know that Morloch deceived me. He made me believe his army was small enough to be swallowed entirely by Martan’s web. He made believe there was hope. And down there, before the eyes of all the world, at the edge of no-man’s land, he very nearly destroyed hope, forever, just as he destroyed Raheen. It was serendipity won this battle, not I.”
Allazar shook his head. “Weren’t you listening to Martan? It was you who mined the foundations of the farak gorin, you who placed Morloch’s target, our army, exactly where it was needed for him to aim at, and you who gave the signal to bring down the web.
“Was it serendipity made those miners of old dig their surveying tunnel too deep? Was it serendipity drove the spike in to weaken the tunnel floor and serendipity that left it there? We cannot know how or why all these events took place, but in truth, all of them were connected, and all of them down through the ages conspired to bring about the destruction of Morloch’s army. Yet, but for you, my friend, we would not be here. But for you, the kindred army would have followed Bek and Hern’s plan for harrying the enemy. None would have survived; even I know you cannot harry such a horde with a handful of cavalry.”
“Well, believe what you will, I can find no joy in my heart, even sitting here and with the southlands free from Morloch’s threat once more. I can take none of the credit. I keep thinking of that last dinner we shared together, before we left Ferdan. Captain Hass of The One Thousand taught me so much, but he didn’t tell me how much it would hurt to lose one friend, never mind as many as we did. He didn’t tell me how I’d see their faces in a crowd, hear their voices before sleep, how a word or a gesture would recall them to mind. Of all the lessons I have ever learned, this one has been the hardest.”
“It will take time, Gawain,” Rak sighed. “Time may not heal all wounds, but it does dull the pain of them. And you have your lady, safe here in Tarn once more.”
Mention of Elayeen drew another sigh from Gawain. “She is become much more herself, it’s true. Her vision is fully restored, even her voice is her own. I even heard her and Meeya laughing at little Travak’s antics yesterday. But still she refuses my touch.”
“In truth?” Rak was astonished.
“We are changed, Rak, the three of us, Elayeen, Allazar and I. We are not who we were when we left Tarn for Kings’ Council in the summer.”
“We are none of us who we were before Ferdan in the summer,” Rak soothed.
A glance towards the wizard evinced a nod, and Gawain told Rak of events at the Keep of Raheen, of Sword and Circle, and of the rise of Eldengaze.
At length, the tale told, Rak sighed aloud too.
“Then the tale of blindness inflicted by Salaman Goth was a fabrication, to prevent enemies learning the truth.”
“Yes.”
“You may be certain, my friends, I shall not breathe a word of this. I am honoured, truly, that you have chosen to speak of it to me, but I urge you never to mention it to others. There is already a great deal of suspicion and fear in the lands where all things mystic are concerned, especially since the betrayal of the Hallencloister, and Elvendere. Others might not understand.”
“Yet, the Sight was passed to the one-twelve,” Allazar frowned, “And the Kindred Rangers who now bear it do so openly in service to all lands.”
“Indeed, Serre wizard, but word of the ToorsenViell’s declaration that it was a plague of some kind was clearly heard by all in the remains of the battle-camp. That and the story of Salaman Goth have been combined in the imagination of all who now tell the tales.”
It was Allazar’s turn to be surprised. “In truth?”
“Certainly. During the celebrations this past week I have heard a similar story a dozen or more times; your lady was struck by the dark wizard, and because she destroyed him, the mystic blindness he inflicted upon her was finally overcome, leaving her able to see the darkness and pass the ability like an infection to other elves. They also say that is why the others were expelled from the forest, and your lady sentenced to death by elfwizards every bit as vile and treacherous as the rogues of the D’ith. That is the story they tell, and that should be the story you should all adhere to as well.”
Allazar nodded, thoughtfully. “You’re very wise, lord Rak. Much has happened since the circles in the hall of Raheen were unleashed. Some might even use knowledge of the circles and their repercussions to their advantage, should another attempt at Union be made, or should the circles again be needed in the future. It would indeed be wisest to allow the popular explanation of events to prevail, perhaps even to make no mention of it at all now that our lady is more herself.”
“She’s not,” Gawain announced, softly. “She is, but… she still refuses to let me touch her. On those nights when I’ve shared our room in Rak’s house with her, I’ve been obliged to sleep on the floor. Eldengaze is still within her. I think it always will be. If I protest, if I reach for her, her eyes seem to snap and she pins me, just to remind me of the changes the circles have wrought upon her. Upon us.”
“Has she offered any explanation?”
“No, Rak. Nothing. Just Don’t touch me, G’wain! Though, in fairness, she has said ‘please’ on several occasions now. I’m hoping that now the celebrations are done, and we can pause for breath and rest, she will at last relent. I commanded the men of Raheen to return to Arrun, and to rebuild their lives anew there. I should like to rebuild mine with Elayeen. Is that too much to ask of those accursed eldenbeards, d’you think?”
There was a long pause.
“What?” Gawain asked.
Allazar shrugged. “There is still the darkness and the horde in the west, Longsword.”
“Let the Dwarfspit Thallanhall worry about them.”
“It’s not the Thallanhall guarding the Jarn Gap and the South-halt of Callodon, it’s General Igorn and his Black and Gold.”
“And Morloch yet lives, brother.”
“Morloch,” Gawain grimaced, staring at the Teeth. “Elayeen told me that the war will never be over while Morloch lives. He is bound beyond the Teeth once more, he can’t cross them to destroy me, and I can’t cross them to destroy him. But I don’t think he’s half the threat he’d like to believe himself, not now. Not unless I’ve been duped again.”
Allazar frowned. “How so?”
“His lake of fermenting aquamire is gone. He needed a minion on a Graken bearing a Jardember to appear to us down there, on his very doorstep. D’you remember the look of surprise on the bastard’s face when he saw our forces? It was genuine surprise, and genuine laughter. It was the first time he’d seen us all.”
“True enough,” Allazar agreed, “I do not think any of us will ever forget that laughter, nor indeed shall any of us forget the fury in your voice when you ordered the Graken brought down.”
Gawain nodded, remembering Niklas and the Thurmount grappinbow crew. “Yet he had a spy in our camp, that ‘spitsucking D’ith Met. Our numbers should have come as no surprise to him. I think he had no part in the battle at all, beyond ordering his minions to muster and attack. I believe the spy in our ranks reported to the dark wizards of that army, and the Condavians and their Eyes likewise. That army was commanded, and poorly, by the four Graken riders, and they seemed to spend most of their time trying to keep their lines ordered. And clearly they didn’t communicate with Morloch very well at all.”
“Alas, Longsword, I am no military man.”
“I know. But they had no real plan, no real strategy. Just attack, and overwhelm by force of numbers. The few ranged weapons they did possess were in their rear lines, and therefore useless except perhaps to keep the Meggen in check; not that those barbarians needed any urging forward.”
“No, indeed.”
“They expected to win with Razorwing and Kraal alone, with the Meggen to mop up any survivors, and then intended simply to advance to the gentler lands. They brought no stores or supplies with them, that’s how confident they were of victory. Morloch as a commander would not have been so… unsophisticated. Not after all the centuries of planning and preparation he’s had. D’you remember, Allazar, what I said when we spoke quietly together, that first night out of Ferdan?”
“Alas, much has happened…”
“I said something like, ‘if Morloch really did have four thousand at his command, we’d have stepped out from the Morrentill and found the black-eyed bastard standing there laughing at us.’”
“Yes, I do recall that now.”
“He had ten thousand, and he wasn’t standing there laughing at us. I was wrong, and about so many things. I told Bek and Karn and the three crowns I wanted Morloch’s armies to unite and face us down there, so we could inflict as much damage as possible upon them. I’ll admit it’s possible that Morloch wanted us down there, all the pitiful forces the south could muster, together, so he could wipe us out in one fell swoop. Just like Brock himself suggested on our first morning in Ferdan.
“But, I don’t think so. With that many Meggen at his command, he could just as easily have marched them along the scree at the foot of the Teeth to the Barak-nor, and then rounded Mallak Spur and taken Threlland and Mornland. And done it while we were still on that Dwarfspit canal. Sarek’s Rangers and Threlland’s home guard would’ve stood no chance against such numbers.”
“Perhaps if he had attempted such manoeuvres, Elvendere might have responded…”
“No, by then they’d already moved their forces to the west. They wouldn’t leave their forest to ride across the plains into the teeth of the Meggen, never mind Kraal and Razorwing, here in the east. Their bows would be of little use against an army dug in here, in the heights of Threlland, or against creatures dark wizard-made, or against thousands of Meggen spread out and running at them in the groves and orchards of Mornland. Morloch knew that the true value of elven bows would be at the farak gorin during his advance from the Teeth, and that’s why he worked so long and so hard to keep elves elvish.”
“Does it matter now, Longsword?”
Gawain nodded. “It might matter a great deal. I think the horde we faced were commanded by the Graken-riding dark wizards, and not by Morloch, which is why he was so surprised to see us and our feeble force. In the Gorian Empire, as Simayen Jaxon told us, it’s dark wizards and their dark-made creatures who rule the provinces now. Their tactics in Goria are as unsophisticated as those we faced down there.
“I think Morloch’s power is now so diminished that he can’t really control events in the far west any more. I’m prepared to admit I may be utterly wrong, just as I was utterly wrong before the Battle of Far-gor. But one thing is certain now. With an eight mile wide canyon between us and the Teeth, any threat these lowlands now face will come from the west.”
“And we can count on no help from Elvendere,” Allazar sighed, and seemed about to say more, but held his tongue.
“What?”
“Longsword?”
“You were going to add something else.”
“I was, but I am uncomfortable broaching the subject.”
“You’ve lived dangerously enough with me in the past, wizard, why break the habit now?”
Allazar sighed. “I was going to say that we can count on no aid from Elvendere, especially since by now they will know that the ToorsenViell and his escort were destroyed.”
“True,” Gawain announced, his manner calm and matter-of-fact. “But since the rites were given and the bodies of those treacherous bastards turned to ash, who in Elvendere is to know it was the ninety-five who destroyed them? Their horses were used to help take the wounded to their homes in the south, and the carriage likewise. If the Thallanhall or Toorseneth sent someone to investigate, they’d find nothing but ash on that blood-soaked battle-field, and who is there to say it wasn’t the dark enemy who killed them?”
Allazar still looked unconvinced, and Rak did his best to allay the wizard’s discomfort.
“You must remember the mood of all those gathered there when that elfwizard uttered such vile insult and calumny against Queen Elayeen, and against all the elves who fought bravely under the banner of the kindred. It may safely be said that the party from the Toorseneth would have met their end just as swiftly by the hand of men, women and dwarves, but for lady Elayeen’s order that we should all stand fast.”
“True,” Allazar sighed, and he did remember the mood of the hundreds gathered behind Elayeen and the ninety-five when A’knox of the ToorsenViell spewed forth his bile. “And but for our lady’s command, that wretched creature may well have ended his days by my hand, too. Yet I cannot forget the sound of that dread voice when she spoke, nor the words she uttered. I do not believe the voice or the words were hers.”
“I agree,” Rak nodded, “And there is so much about Elvendere that we do not know. I do know, from my time there, that all is not well within that forest land. There are powerful forces at work there, only hinted at by that elfwizard’s speech. It may be that the attacks on their western border spared Elvendere from civil war.”
“In truth?” Gawain was stunned. “I know there was something of a furore when I took Elayeen from the Circle of Faranthroth, but I’d thought since Kings’ Council and the sighting of the common threat from Morloch, all such ill-feeling had died down. I thought that was why it was possible for you to persuade Council to move to Shiyanath?”
“At Ferdan, in the summer, we were dealing with Thal-Hak, and the remainder of his entourage. He is both reasonable and intelligent, and sympathetic to the cause of Union. But at Shiyanath, it was a different matter. There was so much more beneath the surface there, my brother. I noted it from the moment that the Thallanhall arrived at Council and began working against Thal-Hak.”
Gawain looked sheepish. “I haven’t read the bound minutes of the Council meetings, Rak. The wizard Mahlek seemed to think they were important, but with the battle looming, I concentrated more on military matters.”
Rak smiled. “And rightly so. In truth, those records would serve only as a commentary on the fencing-match that was Council. It is that which is not recorded which is important; the feelings, emotions, perceptions, suspicions and intuitions, the hidden agendas which shape any council’s progress towards a conclusion. Before the Thallanhall’s arrival at Shiyanath, all was progressing well, better than expected if truth be told.”
“Perhaps now that our lady is more herself, we might learn more of the nature of governance within her homeland,” Allazar offered, hopefully.
“It might go some way to explaining recent events if she can share with us such details,” Rak agreed. “I thought I noted at least five distinct factions at work during our last days in Shiyanath.”
“Five?”
“Yes. But the one which carried the day was the one representing the will of those I now know to be of the ToorsenViell, and most if not all others seemed extremely cautious not to offend them. It was to the wizards of the ToorsenViell that most of the Thallanhall glanced before or after speaking.”
“I had thought that ‘Thallanhall’ was simply the name given to the hall of the king,” Allazar sighed.
“So did we all,” Rak admitted, “Until it became obvious otherwise. Theirs is a complex system of governance, with family lineage and politics playing their part in the provinces as well as in the future of their crown. But the Toorseneth, and the other elfwizards of the Viell it would seem, pull hidden strings throughout that land.”
“And have done for a very long time, if that ‘spitsucking whitebeard A’knox was to be believed.”
Allazar nodded, his expression solemn and thoughtful. “If indeed they have been working for hundreds of generations to breed out the Sight of Eldenelves from all elfkind, then yes, it would seem the treachery our lady spoke of extends back into the mists of elder days, perhaps to the very days of Morloch’s binding.”
“That sight would’ve been invaluable to the kindred in the first war, just as it was in our battle,” Gawain agreed.
“Then,” Allazar stood, and stretched his legs, “All the lands, including Elvendere, should now be grateful to those eldenbeards, my friends, for resurrecting that ancient and powerful trait. Though I dread to think of the consequences for those possessing it within the forest itself, since the Toorseneth’s proclamation. There can be no doubt in anybody’s mind that the foul and ancient creature who arrived from the Toorseneth fully intended to destroy our lady.”
“Perhaps there’s still hope for elves, then. Elayeen said the Dymendin sceptre once wielded by that crumbling whitebeard bastard was used to enforce the authority of the ToorsenViell. And that particular stick, though nowhere near as imposing as the one you’re currently leaning on, is now in your possession. You’re now the Keeper of the Two Sticks of Raheen.”
“Yes,” Allazar nodded, and a flicker of a sad smile danced at the corners of his mouth, “I suppose you might say, that’s the long and the short of it.”
“You might, but only if you want to wake up with a crowd around you.”
“Ah.”
“Though she did claim the short one quickly, and seemed most anxious to commit it to your care, Allazar,” Gawain mused, “And didn’t seem to become entirely herself until after you’d accepted it.”
“Yes,” Allazar agreed, frowning. “ Yes, I noticed that, too.”
“Then perhaps,” Rak offered quietly, “Lady Elayeen recognised the necessity of keeping that sceptre well away from any possibility of its returning to Elvendere and the Toorseneth, and perhaps the ancient voice which spoke through her was aware that only the wielder of the white staff of Raheen could be trusted to keep it safe.”
“Ah!” Allazar exclaimed, smiling broadly, and Gawain groaned.
“What have I said?” Rak asked, confused.
“You’ve given the bloody whitebeard a title he’ll never let me forget,” Gawain sighed.
“Not I,” Rak protested, “It’s what the veterans of the Battle of Far-gor are calling him.”
Allazar smiled. “And it’s a much nicer title than ‘Keeper of the Stick’, don’t you think?”
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3. Revelations
 
The table for dinner at Rak’s house was quiet; lady Merrin and Rak of course, with the happy little Travak still inseparable from his wooden toy Gwyn, the toy almost two years old now and missing half a hind leg. And Gawain and Elayeen, staying once more in the guest room they had occupied the previous year, and Allazar, the wizard grateful to be spared the throng at the inn. There were many visitors still in Tarn, survivors from the battle, some wounded, others volunteers yet to make their way home, and a place in the dining room at the inn was hard to find even for those who had rooms there as Allazar did.
“I haven’t seen Meeya or Valin today, aren’t they joining us for dinner?” Gawain addressed his question to no-one in particular.
“No,” Merrin announced, “Major Sarek has found them lodgings on the eastern side of the town. They seemed quite content when they left here yesterday.”
“Yesterday? I really must pay more attention.”
“In all the hubbub of the last week I’m not surprised you didn’t notice,” Merrin smiled gently.
“They are pleased to be together,” Elayeen declared, “And looking forward to time alone now that the fighting is over. It did not go well for them at home… in Elvendere, before they left with us at Ostinath. And they also wish to allow Gawain and I some time alone without their presence calling forth memories of the Thallanhall’s betrayal.”
“We all have a great many questions concerning your homeland, miheth. Perhaps later you might be able to answer some of them for us?”
“Perhaps, G’wain. But there will be many I cannot. Since our last day at the battle-camp, my memory of certain events and insights seems to be fading.”
“Again I’m not surprised,” Merrin soothed, “It was hard enough observing events from afar at the Point, and my mind still recoils from the horrors I saw, distant even though they were.”
Gawain nodded. “Have you got any further with the Ms, Allazar, or have you been too busy looking out for me?”
“Alas, since the battle began I’ve given no time to the work. It’s something I hope to be able to complete when the room at the inn becomes a little quieter.”
“There’s no need to remain at the inn, Allazar,” Rak announced, “Not now that Meeya and Valin have found alternative lodgings. The second guest room is now vacant; you’d be welcome to it.”
“I don’t wish to put lady Merrin or yourself to any trouble…”
“Nonsense,” Merrin insisted, “It’ll be ready for you tomorrow. You can use Rak’s study for your book, too. Travak knows not to go in there so you won’t have him pestering you.”
“Thank you. I am rather hoping that peace and quiet will allow my work to continue apace. On the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, I had an intuition that the world was changing. Little did I know then by how much, nor how quickly.”
“And that’s just one of the questions I’m sure we’re hoping you’ll answer, E; you told that decrepit whitebeard a new age was beginning, just before you rid the world of him. What did you mean?”
Elayeen paused, staring at the meal on her plate. Then she flicked a glance towards the toddler Travak, Merrin wiping the boy’s chin. “I don’t think this is the time for such a discussion, G’wain. Perhaps later.”
Gawain took the hint. “You’re right, Elayeen. I’m sorry, lady Merrin, I didn’t mean to burden your table with such talk.”
“There’s no need for apologies,” Rak asserted, “Travak doesn’t understand much that is said, but he is quite sensitive to moods.”
“No, Elayeen is correct, this isn’t the time or the place. In truth, we three have been so far from civilisation and gentle manners these past months, it’ll take some time to become re-accustomed to polite company and gentler pursuits. Perhaps after dinner, and by the fire, when Travak is tucked up in bed, we can all talk. I’d like to see to Gwyn first, though. In all the celebrations I’ve neglected her care.”
“Gwyn!” Travak cried happily, his tiny face beaming with joy as he banged the wooden toy on the table.
“Now you know how the leg came to be broken,” Rak smiled.
And so the meal progressed, with conversation limited to tales of the infant’s growth since Gawain and Elayeen had last enjoyed a meal at lord Rak’s table.
 
After dinner, Gawain took his leave to make good on his promise to attend to Gwyn in the stables, though truth to tell it was more a visit of reassurance for both horse and rider. Gawain had been obliged to spend a good deal of time out and about at all the public ceremonies and festivities, and with Elayeen still distant, the young man felt the need for the kind of constant companionship that only the Raheen charger seemed to provide. Horse and rider had been together for a long time, and both had endured much.
“You’ve done a fine job, Lyas,” Gawain smiled at the apprentice stable-master, the young lad beaming happily at the compliment and at what he considered the miracle of the King of Raheen remembering his name. “Thank you.”
The boy nodded a hurried bow and scurried away to the stalls near the tack room at the far end of the stables, and Gawain set about checking hooves and coat, eyes, ears, tongue and teeth, and Gwyn ignoring him haughtily all the while.
“Decided you like the care of others better than mine, Ugly?” Gawain whispered. “I don’t blame you. It’s been a long and hard two years, my friend, for both of us. But we can rest now. Here you’ll be warm, and well fed, and well tended. And who knows, when it’s warmer out and all the plains are lush, we might even visit our friends in Arrun. You’d like that.”
Gwyn’s head bobbed, feeling the sudden rush of sadness Gawain felt on recalling the men of Raheen, and the loss of Arras and Chandarran. To have found them, and then to have lost them, and worse, to have lost them both to Morloch’s filthy whitebeards...
Thinking of them recalled Bek to mind, and Hern, both men killed on horseback, leading thundering charges across the no-man’s land at the farak gorin. Gawain remembered the lump in his throat and how his eyes had welled with pride and more than a little envy at the sight of Bek leaning forward over his grey mare’s neck, sabre thrust forward. That was how it should have been for Arras and Chandarran, sweeping across the field of battle at full gallop towards and through the enemy. Not blasted from the air by some filthy Graken-riding demGoth. Not blasted in the chest by some filthy traitor from the D’ith Hallencloister.
Gawain sighed again, and simply stood there next to Gwyn, his arms folded, and remembering. So many names. So many faces. So many Fallen…
 
It was an hour or more later when he returned to Rak’s house, and found them all gathered around the fireplace in the small and comfortable living-room, logs crackling in the grate and a pitcher of fresh mulled wine on a table. A chair had been left vacant for him, and after pouring himself a goblet of the rich spiced wine, still hot and blood-red, he sat. Elayeen was sitting on the floor opposite him, her knees drawn up under her chin and her arms wrapped around her legs as she gazed at the dancing shapes in the hearth.
Gawain knew, instinctively, that she’d placed herself as far as she could from him in the confines of the small room, the better to avoid his touch. He remembered the last time he’d sat in this chair, his mind clouded as if by a fog, Elayeen braiding the new black strands of hair that had marked his throth binding to her.
“Is Travak asleep?” Gawain asked, quietly.
“Yes, I put him down just before you returned from the stables,” Merrin smiled. “He was exhausted; it’s been a busy and exciting time for him as well as for all of us. So many new faces coming and going, and so many familiar ones too.”
Allazar nodded thoughtfully. “At least now the young fellow has a much brighter future to look forward to than any of us thought we had last year. I’m sure his life will soon settle back to normal.”
“Yes, that is our hope, too,” Rak agreed. “His vocabulary is still limited to about thirty words, and ‘Gwyn’ is one of them. It is our sincere hope that ‘war’ will not be uttered by our son until he is much, much older. It, and the word ‘battle’, is one that has been heard in Tarn so often since summer it’s a wonder both were not among his first.”
Elayeen sighed, and blinked, and Gawain again glimpsed a distance in her eyes, eyes now her own once more and sparkling in the flickering firelight. “There should never have been a battle at the farak gorin,” she said, so softly it was almost a whisper.
“It wasn’t our idea, miheth, it was forced upon us.”
“You don’t understand, G’wain. It wasn’t supposed to happen at all. I saw the drawing Martan of Tellek made, when Allazar studied it, before it was sent here to Arramin.”
“The engraving on the Morgmetal spike?”
“Yes.”
Rak frowned. “The wizard Arramin said that one of the marks was that of Thal-Marrahan?”
“Yes. But there were others, and amongst them, three circles, surrounding the triskele of Minyorn,” Elayeen sighed again, and when she tore her eyes from the fire to look at them all in turn, there was profound sorrow in her gaze. Her eyes, beautiful once more, hazel-green and filled with sadness, lingered on Gawain’s before she turned her face to the fire again. “The tool was without doubt placed in the tunnel with intent, long years after the course of the river had been charted, long after construction of Thal-Marrahan’s canal had been completed.”
“How do you know this?” Gawain asked, his heart quickening.
“Because I was taught by my mother, who is of the Seraneth bloodline of Minyorn, a fact to which that putrid ToorsenViell alluded when he dared to spew bile over my family’s honour. The triskele is the favoured mark of the Shitheen Issilene of Minyorn, the Sisterhood of Issilene. The three circles you already know. The farak gorin should have collapsed when the breach in the Teeth was sealed. The immense chasm should have opened then. It would have spared these lands war.
“Morloch’s armies would have returned to the far west, and in facing Elvendere’s western borders, united all the provinces of my homeland against the common enemy. The Sight which you call Eldengaze would have been welcomed by my people as a force for preserving all elvendom against that dark threat.”
Gawain was stunned, and sat as if paralysed, gazing at Elayeen. After a long silence, she dragged her eyes from the fire, and the ineffable sadness he saw in her expression seemed suddenly to galvanise him.
“E, you speak with such conviction, but surely you can’t know for certain! Martan told me that the tunnels were dug more than thirteen centuries ago!”
She turned her attention back to the fire, and sighed again before answering, her soft, sad and lilting voice tickling ears and tugging heartstrings. “The Shitheen are seers, G’wain, and were renowned for the gift of foresight long before the ToorsenViell declared them undesirable and drove them far from the public eye. The Sisterhood doubtless saw that the wave unleashed against the Teeth would fail to bring down the farak gorin, and took steps to weaken it in such a way that when the time came, it would collapse. They failed.”
“Or perhaps,” Allazar soothed, “This Sisterhood you speak of foresaw Gawain’s undermining of the far-gor, and placed the spike in order to bring about the destruction of Morloch’s army. Unless you possess knowledge of facts which you’ve yet to share with us?”
Elayeen shook her head, silver-blonde hair reflecting the red and orange of the flickering firelight, and she still gazing at the dancing shapes deep in the heart of the hearth. “Only myths and legends, and tales of prophecy my mother taught me. But I know, in my heart of hearts, there should never have been a Battle of Far-gor, and the farak gorin should have fallen in July, when we were in Raheen. That is why the three circles girdled the triskele, I am sure.”
“You can no more blame yourself for the battle, lady Elayeen, than can your husband and king,” Rak insisted. “It is one thing to see connections between recent events and tales told in times of yore, quite another for there actually to be such connections.”
“Indeed,” Allazar agreed, earnestly, but Elayeen’s expression showed that she remained unconvinced.
“Though the memories are fading quickly, I know that the wizards of ancient times did not intend to leave a door to the south wide open for Morloch simply to stroll through, should he ever gain strength enough for a return. It’s why they didn’t build a castle and fortifications there, as King Brock wished they had. It’s why the Shitheen Issilene tried to weaken the tunnel floor.”
“You’ve mentioned this Issilene before, E. Before you killed that whitebeard. What or who is it?”
Again Elayeen sighed, and a single tear slid from the corner of her eye, sparkling only briefly on her cheek before she hastily wiped it away. “I don’t know where to begin.”
“Perhaps at the beginning?” Allazar smiled sadly, speaking gently, “With the myths you spoke of?”
Elayeen nodded, and slid her legs beneath her, resting her hands in her lap and eyeing her nervous fingers before gazing into the fire and into memory.
“The story of Issilene is a myth of elder times, a tale of creation, once told to children. There are few who tell it now, and fewer who believe it should be told, though the Shitheen adhere to the old ways and work in secret to keep them alive. The tale occurs near the dawn of time, when Nature wrought the world anew from the carcass of an older one, and had recently finished bringing forth all life...
“Nature cares for nothing save itself, and the intricate checks and balances upon which all things, including Nature itself, depend. The Shitheen teach that Nature is like an infinite web, delicate strands interwoven to form the pattern of all life and all wonder. Break a single thread, and the pattern changes as other threads respond to the sudden new tension or release. Thuswise, they said, all things have their place, and when the balance is maintained, all is harmony.
“The time came, so the Shitheen say, when Nature had done its work, the vast web was recreated, all things in their rightful places. But through all the long ages of building and re-building, something happened which had never happened before. Nature began to care about its creation, and recognising that this was impossible, and understanding that it had no business understanding anything at all, Nature took elfin form, the better to determine what manner of unnatural catastrophe had brought about this new awareness.
“That elfin was Issilene, Nature herself, in physical form. She walked through the forest, through stream and river, glade, hill and valley, pondering this new mystery and attempting to determine its cause and likely effect. As she walked, Issilene admired her creations, and all the myriad forms of life which had sprung from the centre of the web, all the new strands growing and connecting, changing and evolving into new life, the web constantly expanding and taking on subtle new forms.
“As she walked and thought and admired her handiwork and all that was springing forth from the first seed, she began to feel, and the feeling was dread, for it was pride. So blinded was Issilene by pride she failed to notice that she herself was being admired, for of course she was beautiful, the most beautiful of all creatures, glowing brightly with an inner light; she was also perfect of form, and, possessing neither modesty nor shame, naked.
“It was Yargo, finest of all hunters, who admired Issilene, and such was her beauty he was overcome by desire for her. He approached her, and, startled from her reverie, Issilene fled. Yargo pursued her through the forest, through stream and river, glade, hill and valley, enthralled by her glowing beauty and by his own desire for her. And Issilene knew a new feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was fear.
“For days and nights Yargo pursued Issilene, and try as she might, Issilene could not evade him, and though all the world was forest in those dawntime days, Yargo was the greatest of hunters. Days became weeks, and still Yargo pursued her, relentless as time itself.
“Finally, the way ahead becoming rocky and trees thinning, Issilene began to tire, and glancing over her shoulder she spied Yargo’s life-light, far off, still pursuing. In looking back, she stumbled and fell, landing hard, and being naked possessed no protection against the rocky terrain. Her head struck a sharp rock, breaking a tooth and cutting her lips, and she bled profusely. And Issilene knew a new feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was pain.
“Hearing Yargo still in pursuit and seeing his light drawing closer, and seeing her own limbs cut and bleeding from her flight through the forest, seeing her own blood streaming down her breast from her broken mouth, Issilene knew yet another new feeling, and it too was dread, for it was anger. The anger rose within her, and then she remembered who she was, and transformed herself into the form of a great white wolf, and turned to face Yargo’s advance.
“Yargo, dashing through the thinning trees up the rocky slope, saw the immense white wolf, snarling, fresh blood dripping from its maw and staining the fur of its breast. He saw the tracks left by the bare and bleeding feet of the beautiful elfin he had pursued for so long, and he saw the pool of blood on the rocky ground at the end of those tracks, where now stood the snarling beast.
“Yargo fell to his knees, and believing that his unknown beloved had been consumed by the wolf, gave a scream of rage and horror and loss the like of which the forest had never heard before, and Issilene knew a new feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was pity. But before she could act upon the feeling, Yargo stood, his face contorted with rage, and he presented his bow, and drew a shaft, and took aim at the great white wolf stained with his love’s blood.
“He drew a deep breath to steady his aim, letting it out slowly, stilling his pounding heart the better to strike the mark. Then, through the stillness of the aim, he looked into the wolf’s eyes, and he saw the pity of Issilene there, and knew it was impossible, for wolves feel no pity, for they are hunters of Nature’s making. He looked closer still, and saw the brightness of the wolf, and knew that it was no wolf at all, for he was the greatest of all hunters, and knew that nothing of Nature’s making possessed such a light, save for the beauty he had pursued.”
Elayeen paused then, gazing into the fire, eyes wide, lost in the myth, taking a sip of wine and seeing the hunter and the wolf in the glowing logs in the hearth.
“Yargo knew then that the wolf was his beloved, and he lowered his bow, and fell to his knees once more, weeping tears of joy that she yet lived, and tears of sorrow that she was beyond his reach. But still Issilene felt pity, and then, seeing the joy in the hunter at her living, knew another feeling, more dread perhaps than all the others combined, for it was love. Issilene rose up before him, elfin once more, and gave herself to Yargo.
“Issilene bore seven sons, and instructed Yargo to teach them all he knew of hunting. This he did, and they learned well, for they were of his blood. But being also of Issilene’s blood, they, like her, could see the life-lights of all things of Nature’s making, which made them formidable hunters indeed.
“But Issilene remembered pride, and fear, and anger, and pity, and love. She remembered how dread those feelings had been, and how dangerous, and so she took these from her sons, and they became the first of the Shimaneth Issilene. To them was given the duty of seeking out all things unnatural, and destroying them, for there can be no light without shadow, and even in those dawntime days, dark powers and demons lurked.
“Thus were born the hunter-warriors of Issilene, wolves of elves loosed upon the darkness. Even though they were dread, still they multiplied, for they were possessed of bright lights themselves, and few were the elfins who could resist such lights when the Shimaneth succumbed to the need to mate. Issilene, content that her new creations would attend to the task she had set them, then abandoned her elfin form, becoming once more Nature, and in abandoning that form lost all those feelings she had learned, and became again simply what she had been before, which is to say, Nature.
“In the beginning, all was well. The Shimaneth multiplied, and went out into the world, seeking out and pursuing and destroying the unnatural according to Issilene’s command. But they were cold, bereft of compassion, merciless and single-minded. In pursuit of some foul creature, they would pass all others by, the needy or wounded abandoned to their fate in the name of duty.
“So cold were they that when they encountered others of the kindred, those others would shiver, and bar their doors. But the Shimaneth cared not, for they lived for their duty and knew neither compassion, nor love, nor pride, nor anger. Pain they knew, for it warned of injury and allowed them to rest and to heal, the better to hunt again.
“At length, shadows retreated, and lurked in a hidden realm beyond the sight of the Shimaneth. In time, and with no quarry to hunt, the bloodline of the Shimaneth thinned, and as it did, the heartlessness and wolf-like nature slowly faded, until only the life-sight remained in elves as a reminder of the duty which Issilene had commanded of them.”
Again there was a pause, the logs spitting and crackling in the grate.
“That is the story of Issilene, and the Shimaneth. My mother taught it to me when I was little, just as her mother taught it to her.”
“And this Sisterhood actually believes that?” Gawain asked, softly.
“No, of course not, G’wain, it’s just a story for children. But the Shitheen adopted the name Issilene because of their adherence to and respect for elder ways; it is a name that conjures a powerful image of Nature personified in the minds of all elves. It is why the ToorsenViell worked so hard to banish the Shitheen to the fringes of society. Only in Minyorn do they yet survive, hidden, yet still revered, there even if nowhere else in Elvendere.”
“And the ToorsenViell?” Allazar prompted, gently. “The words of that elfwizard were most troubling, as were those you spoke in reply.”
Elayeen nodded, still staring into the flames, as if held entranced by the burning logs in the hearth. “I do not know where many of the words I spoke that day at the farak gorin came from. I do know they were true, though before the voice within me uttered them I understood neither Toorsen’s treachery, nor the depth of the treachery his acolytes and disciples perpetuate in the name of his creed.
“My mother taught me that Toorsen was an Ahk-Viell of elder times, when the first war against Morloch was fought and all the kindred united in common cause against the dark threat. It was Toorsen, at the end of that long war, who proposed the building of the roundtower at Ostinath. He said it was to be a bastion of hope, a citadel of elven civilisation, tall enough to look out over the lands to keep watch for the darkness, bright enough to shine a light from elvendom far and wide.
“In those days, Ostinath and its sparkling springs of purest water was the jewel in the crown of Minyorn, and Minyorn itself was even then one of the oldest provinces in elvendom. In those days, there was no city of stone anywhere in the great forest. Toorsen was trusted, and powerful, and in the aftermath of the war with Morloch, few opposed the building of the Toorseneth; though it is said that the Shitheen had grave misgivings. But in the absence of any doom-saying prophecy from the Shitheen, their misgivings were brushed aside, and the Toorseneth was built. It’s very ancient, but during its construction, it was imbued with the power of Toorsen, and it has survived to this day, as you saw.
“Once built, it was not long before the Toorsengard was raised, and not long thereafter that the Viell who inhabited the tower adopted the creed and became the ToorsenViell. Slowly, insidiously, they grew in influence and power, proclaiming themselves guardians of elven culture and morality, and with subtle hands began shaping and directing the course of elf kind’s progress. There is no one time in our history we can point to and assert ‘there, there is when the ToorsenViell took the reins of our destiny from us’, so subtle and pervasive were their efforts. That was what my mother taught me.
“Much later, they openly opposed Thal-Marrahan, but he was mighty, and some say he himself possessed more than a few white hairs. It was Thal-Marrahan’s dream to advance all elfkind, and though in all the long centuries after the first war with Morloch elves had become elvish again, Thal-Marrahan held the teachings and philosophy of the Ahk-Viell Arristanas in high regard. You remember Arristanas, of elder times?”
“Yes,” Allazar said quickly, hoping not to spoil the flow of Elayeen’s tale. “Master Arramin spoke of him, at the city in the south.”
“Calhaneth,” Elayeen whispered, and drew her knees up under her chin again, wrapping her arms around her legs as if chilled in spite of the warmth from the fire.
“We have heard the tale of that city from Arramin,” Rak said quietly.
There was a long pause then, the name of the city and the crackling of the flames in the grate holding the three of Raheen in a grip that was difficult to release. It was Elayeen who finally broke the thrall of the memory of that dread ruin.
“Calhaneth was the end of Thal-Marrahan’s dreams. It was the end of Thal-Marrahan’s rule, his dynasty, and even of Thal-Marrahan himself. The ToorsenViell opposed all his progress, all his plans for building a new civilisation based on reason and enlightenment, and when Calhaneth was destroyed, they had the excuse they needed to impose their will, blatantly, on all elvendom. Not only did they end the era of progress Thal-Marrahan had ushered in, but they succeeded in reversing it…
“I’m getting ahead of myself,” Elayeen said, taking another draught of wine. “Before Calhaneth, Thal-Marrahan fired the imagination of all. At that time, of course, the province of Minyorn had been pushed further and further south. The stronger the ToorsenViell became, the fewer the number of elves of Minyorn who wished to dwell near the Toorseneth. It didn’t take long for the followers of Toorsen to tarnish the Shitheen; even later, Thal-Marrahan, with his dreams of an age of reason, only added strength to the ToorsenViell’s denigration of the sisterhood of Issilene. Seers and prophets have no place in the philosophy of Arristanas. Enlightenment admits not the mystic. And that’s also why the ToorsenViell opposed Thal-Marrahan.
“Later, when Thal-Marrahan built the great road that is the Threnderrin Way, and began construction of the great water road, Ostinath grew. With so much stone for the canal arriving from the quarries in the west, it didn’t take long for Ostinath to become the stone city whose remains you saw, and it became home to all those elves who worked at the creation of Thal-Marrahan’s marvels, and their families. Thus was Minyorn pressed even further south.
“After Calhaneth, though, and when the ToorsenViell became more… vigorous in enforcing their ideals, Ostinath was simply abandoned. Not even the most ardent and zealous of traditionalists advocating new elvishness would wish to live near to the Toorseneth and those who dwell within the roundtower. You saw the wizards of the ToorsenViell in my brother’s province, G’wain, when I cared for you there. You saw the strength of their influence.”
“I did,” Gawain whispered, remembering the fearful glances the two whitebeards had inspired from all others there, even from Gan-thal. “They condemned you to death, twice; once at the Circle of Faranthroth, and again at Far-gor. They began it all, by refusing to allow anyone, even you, to tell me what the black strands in your hair signified.”
Elayeen nodded, transfixed by the flames. “They say ‘elf does not kill elf’, but that has never really been true. The ToorsenViell have always found ways to achieve their ends. The saying is more one of hope than of fact. My mother told me that the Shitheen believe it originated in elder days, when all elves possessed the life-sight; a hunter could not possibly mistake another elf for game or for an enemy. But that sight faded, and now we know why. It was the ToorsenViell who laboured long to remove it, and there can be only one reason they did so.”
“To give Morloch an advantage, on his return,” Allazar whispered.
Elayeen nodded, and sighed. “With the destruction of Calhaneth came the end of progress. The ToorsenViell even went so far as to use some of the teachings of the Shitheen to reinforce their insistence that elves turn back time to simpler days, and claimed that the destruction of Calhaneth was the inevitable consequence of slavishly following Thal-Marrahan’s path of ‘reason and enlightenment.’ Progress not only stopped, it was destroyed. What records, plans and knowledge Thal-Marrahan bequeathed to all elvendom were sealed. Work on all manner of things simply ceased. It is why that miserable soolen-Viell could not operate the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan; until the wizard Arramin showed him how, there were none in all Elvendere who could. The knowledge has been lost from the minds of elves, and the books in which it resides proscribed, stolen, and forever sealed in the vaults below the Toorseneth.”
“Then,” Allazar announced, bereaved, “The works of Thal-Marrahan were the last wonders of Elven engineering.”
“Yes,” Elayeen sniffed, and wiped her eyes again. “G’wain was right, when he spoke to the Ahk-Viell Serat, on the Morrentill. Elves are now but pale shadows of our shining forebears, and where they did indeed soar like eagles, we now flit like moths, daylight shades in the gloom of the forest.
“That is the treachery of Toorsen and his creed. They robbed all elvendom of the life-sight, and destroyed all progress, to keep us living in the trees, to keep us from advancing beyond Morloch’s ability to destroy these lands, and all who dwell here. And all of us, save perhaps the Shitheen and their followers, blind to that betrayal.”
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4. Stumbling
 
“Then, the thalangard and the wizard who blocked the Threnderrin Way against us were of the Toorseneth?” Gawain asked, gently.
“Yes.”
“And our last encounter on the Morrentill, the weasel whitebeard Serat and his force?”
“Yes. The guards wore the same symbol you saw on the pennants and carriage, at the battle-camp.”
Allazar nodded, and templed his fingers beneath his chin. “The taw, a letter common to the alphabets of Cerneform, runiform, and Elvish. I did not notice it, except when the contingent arrived from Elvendere down there at the far-gor.”
“Nor I,” Gawain grumbled, “And I should have. Then that would-be assassin, Yonas, was also of the Toorsengard? They serve even in Elvenheth?”
Elayeen nodded, and drew in a deep breath. “They serve everywhere, Gawain. In all provinces.”
“Then it’s likely that the ToorsenViell were the victors in the aftermath of the Viell’s in-fighting which prince Gan alluded to at Ostinath,” Allazar mused aloud, “Or at least are able to exert a majority now.”
“I do not know, Allazar,” Elayeen admitted.
“It was to them that most glanced before and after speaking in the Thallanhall,” Rak asserted, “Though I did recognise the one called Pahak, still in Thal-Hak’s entourage and still apparently loyal.”
“The Ahk-Viell Pahak was not of the ToorsenViell, though he was one of three who served on the Council of Sek. He is loyal to my father, or rather, to the crown. It is why my father named him First of Elvendere. And that is just another reason for the ToorsenViell to despise my father and our family.”
“And your mother?”
“My mother is of the family Seraneth, of Minyorn. It’s an ancient family, older even than the family Varan, my father’s bloodline. Make no mistake, the bile spewed by that decrepit traitor A’knox against both families’ honour would have earned him a rabid dog’s death alone, never mind his part in the treachery of Toorsen. But in truth, G’wain, I did not know of that treachery when first we met. That insight was new, and came from our time in Raheen.”
Allazar drew in a breath, pondering. “But what about this Shitheen, this sisterhood? Surely they know that the loss of the Sight of Eldenelves was brought about by the denizens of the Toorseneth?”
“If they do, they have never said so. You must understand, Allazar, what I know from Raheen is fading quickly from memory now, and all else I learned was taught to me by my mother. She is of Minyorn, and so knows the old ways, and learned the tales and lessons at her own mother’s knee.
“In one thing alone, the traitor A’knox was correct; my father disobeyed the Thallanhall and the ToorsenViell, and married for love, not for politics or to strengthen provincial alliances, and not in subservience to edicts from the Toorseneth. Many were quietly outraged that he did so. Thanks to the denigration of the Shitheen Issilene and those who still respect elder ways, and thanks to fear of the ToorsenViell, most people regard the province of Minyorn as a rustic backwater, a relic of bygone times.”
“Then in trespassing Elvenheth, killing one of their brethren and taking you from Faranthroth, Longsword offended the ToorsenViell greatly, and when Thal-Hak did nothing to prevent your being taken out of Elvendere, it was they who commanded this odious fellow, Yonas, to take both your lives.”
Elayeen nodded, and took a sip of wine. There was a long silence, broken only by the sizzling of the logs in the grate.
“Yet,” Rak quietly announced, “At Ferdan and at Shiyanath, Thal-Hak remained sympathetic to the cause of Union, and to the support of the kindred lands. It was only the Thallanhall’s intervention, doubtless at the urging of those loyal to this Toorseneth faction, which sealed Elvendere’s borders once more.”
“My father is of the family Varan, who have held the crown for many generations. His strength and support comes mostly from the north-eastern provinces. In marrying my mother, he also gained the support of Minyorn, and so he was able to restrain the Thallanhall when G’wain gave me back my life by taking me from Faranthroth’s maw. All of us, elves included, have my mother to thank for that, and my father’s love for her.”
“And now?” Gawain asked. “What will happen now?”
“I don’t understand your question, G’wain.”
“With Morloch defeated in the north and the threat to these lands destroyed, what will happen in Elvendere now? Will your father be able to regain control of the Thallanhall, and open the borders again?”
Elayeen shook her head and stared into the fire. “Did you not hear the words of the traitor before I killed him? It was the Thallanhall that ordered my destruction, and they who passed a sentence of death upon the one-twelve should they ever return to Elvendere. Such a command could not be issued without unanimous consent.
“That it was the one who wielded the sceptre of Toorsen himself who came to carry out the sentence imposed upon me proves beyond all doubt that it’s the ToorsenViell who rule the Thallanhall now, and with it, all Elvendere. There is nothing my father can do. And with my brother Gan removed from his province on pretext of commanding forces in the southwest, there is nothing he can do either. It will take a long time to win back sufficient support from the provinces to give my father the authority in the Thallanhall he needs to overrule the Toorseneth.”
“It is indeed a complex system of governance,” Rak sighed. “Will not the allied victory over Morloch sway the provinces in your father’s favour?”
“News will have spread quickly, it is true. The prompt arrival of the Toorsengard at Far-gor after the battle is proof of that. The northguard would have seen the dwarves of the beacon-watch depart, and would have seen the rent in the farak gorin.
“Doubtless the ToorsenViell was still at Shiyanath with the rest of the Thallanhall when word of victory arrived. It would have worked in the Toorseneth’s favour to keep the crown and Thallanhall from their provinces after the kindred crowns were ejected and returned to Ferdan. So far removed from the support of their provincial councils and advisors, it would have been easier to obtain from the council the unanimous decision in respect of the one-twelve, and of me.”
“Then there is no hope that any of us might now influence Elvendere?” Rak asked, “None at all that we may communicate with them, and commence a new dialogue?”
“None at all, lord Rak,” Elayeen sighed, “And it would be foolish to make such an attempt. If Morloch’s forces are indeed attacking in the west, then the Eastguard will be depleted and given orders simply to shoot anyone approaching the tree line. They will not risk admitting an enemy, being few in number. Most will already have been sent to support the western borders. Elvendere is elvish once more. Not until word arrives from the Thallanhall to the contrary can it ever be considered otherwise.”
“And they will not ask these eastern lands for aid in their fight against the west?”
“No. You must understand, for all those born in Elvendere in modern times, the ToorsenViell and their influence is normal. It’s only in Minyorn and where there are those who adhere to the old ways that anyone has reason to understand and believe that it was not always so. Much of my own understanding of them came from Raheen, though my mother taught me as much as she could, and almost all in Minyorn despise the Toorseneth. Most of the one-twelve who left Elvendere to serve at Far-gor are either of that province, or have other reasons for their loyalty to me.”
“Oh!” Gawain suddenly exclaimed, “The elves on the canal! The ones illuminated by that Aaron’s Candle light that Allazar launched!”
Elayeen turned her head to gaze at Gawain, her head canted to one side while she waited for him to continue.
“What of them?” Allazar frowned.
“They were of Minyorn, the one who dived in and swam across the canal to the eastern side to take a message! To your cousin there, you said, E.”
“Yes. And from Minyorn, to my father.”
Realisation dawned like the warm glow from Jurian brandy. “Then, you passed the Sight to them, and from them, to all in Minyorn, and with the messenger, to Elvenheth and your father…”
Elayeen smiled, though still her eyes were filled with sorrow. “Sometimes, G’wain, you are not quite the stumbling buffoon described by that putrid whitebeard.”
“Putrid dead whitebeard,” Allazar mumbled, earning a surprised look from Gawain. “Is what I’m sure you would have said yourself had I not interrupted, your Majesty.”
“There’s hope for you yet, Allazar,” Gawain smiled, and, like Elayeen, turned his attention back to the fire.
At length, Allazar sighed, and the air of warm if sad companionship which had pervaded the small living-room after Elayeen’s exposition was gently broken.
“I must return to the inn,” the wizard announced, “It has been a long day, and an interesting one. Thank you, lady Merrin, lord Rak, for your hospitality.”
“I’ll send word tomorrow when the room is ready for you,” Merrin smiled, “Though I fear there’s no room in our stables for your horse.”
“Bah,” Allazar smiled, rising to his feet, pushing himself up with the ever-present Dymendin staff. “My poor horse is probably enjoying a well-earned rest in the comfort of the inn’s stables, and I shan’t disturb the unfortunate beast. I’ll make the necessary arrangements for her care with Derrik the landlord. Good night, my ladies, my lords. I’ll see myself out.”
There was a brief chorus of ‘good nights’, and a slight draft of cold air when the wizard opened the door and took his leave. They heard his steps and the tapping of the staff in the hallway, and then the opening and closing of the front door.
“I think we too shall retire,” Rak said softly, “And leave you both in peace. The fire in your room has been lit.”
Gawain stood while Rak helped Merrin to her feet, and bade them both a good night, waiting until the door was closed once more before taking his seat again. Elayeen remained seated on the floor, legs drawn up and her chin resting on her knees while she watched the drafts making patterns in glowing logs, the fire slowly dying down.
“I’m sorry about the nights I spent at the inn,” Gawain spoke quietly, “I couldn’t really refuse Eryk’s hospitality.”
“It would have been churlish for you not to have joined him in the festivities.”
Gawain nodded, and there was an uncomfortable silence. Wind whipped across the chimney, drawing clouds of sparks from the logs and making the embers sizzle in the grate.
“Are we broken, Elayeen?” Gawain asked softly, dreading the answer.
“We are not who we were.”
“That wasn’t really my question.”
“I know.”
“Are you angry with me? For taking you to Raheen? For breaking our throth in the circles there?”
Elayeen, eyes fixed upon the glowing embers, gave a single slight shake of her head, before whispering her reply. “I’m not angry with you, G’wain.”
“Except when I try to touch you,” Gawain muttered, and in the warmth of the small room his words sounded petulant even to him, though he hadn’t intended them to be.
“Sometimes,” Elayeen sighed, “Sometimes, Gawain, you really are a stumbling buffoon.”
“Thank you so much for reminding me of that whitebeard bastard’s insults, I’m sure. I’m doing the best I can, Elayeen. And sometimes you’re no help at all. All I want is to rebuild our lives together, now that the fighting is over. Now that we have time.”
“What time do you think we have? The west belongs to Morloch.”
“In name only. The Empire is in the clutches of dark wizards and whatever spawn they create. Besides, the Thallanhall chose to abandon us all, they can hold their own line.”
“Even if the line of Elvendere holds, Gawain, there are holes in the north and in the south. The Meggen aren’t dark wizard-made, their blood is red and won’t become sluggish when winter’s grip tightens its grasp upon the southlands.”
“Callodon will hold the Jarn Gap, and geography will do the rest. Besides, I’m just one man, and I’m tired. One more sword at the South-halt won’t make any difference one way or the other. It’d take us two months hard riding to reach Jarn, longer given the weather now. I mean to rest, at least until the spring. We have that much time at least. Morloch’s not going anywhere and neither am I.”
Elayeen said nothing, and simply stared into the fire.
“Don’t you want to rest, E? It was you who asked to come here, after all.”
“Yes I did, and of course I do.”
“Then why, when I speak of resting and rebuilding our lives together, do you throw the ToorsenViell’s insults in my face and speak of Morloch? Don’t you want us to be together again as we once were?”
“We can never be together again as we were, G’wain, don’t you understand that?”
“No, I don’t. And if you do, if you do understand, then please explain it to me. Explain why even an attempt at holding your hand sees me pinned by Eldengaze, when the last time we shared a room together here in Rak’s home you stunned me with your passion and enthusiasm. I could understand it if you were still angry at me for the circles breaking us apart, but…”
“Now I am becoming angry with you, G’wain,” Elayeen turned her gaze from the fireplace, and he could see the warning signs of her rising ire in her expression. “How dare you throw that in my face!”
“I’m sorry…”
“You really don’t understand, do you? You really do stumble around the lands with no understanding of your deeds or their consequences. Don’t you see? In all the centuries of planning Morloch had at his disposal, never once did he plan for you. Never once did he think for a moment that a man of Raheen would survive his Breath, much less a royal crown able to wield the sword! Never did it enter his wildest imaginings and nor could he ever have supposed that there was the slightest chance one would survive who could unleash the circles and send their ancient power against him. Why else do you think he was so terrified on learning your identity at Kings’ Council in Ferdan?”
Gawain blinked, but was too astonished by the passion in Elayeen’s eyes and the ire in her voice to say anything.
“Has it never occurred to you that the one thing Morloch never took into account, in all his long history of drawing up his plans against these lands, was you?”
“I thought…”
“No, G’wain, you didn’t think. The sword and circles were created to prevent Morloch’s return. The Sight, the Word and the Deed were created to hold Morloch’s forces in check, together, and to bring about the new age. That age is almost upon us. Until it is, you, and I, and Allazar, still have our duties to perform.”
“Very well, if all you say is true, if the insights those eldenbeards have given you tells you we still have work to do, what in sight of the sun has all this got to do with my not touching you?”
“Are men so weak, then? Are you such slaves to your desires you cannot survive without sating them? Can you not love another without pawing them constantly?”
“There was a time when your very life depended on my touch…”
“I cannot be throth to you!” Elayeen spat, quietly for the sake of the household, but with anguish and anger in her voice. “Don’t you think after all we’ve endured I would not be in your embrace? Don’t you understand how hard it is for me to keep my hand from yours? Do you think I could have endured so much these past months were it not for my love for you? You may think your duty ended at the Battle of Far-gor, but mine most certainly has not. I cannot be throth-bound to you! And that is why you may not touch me, Gawain, son of Davyd, King of Raheen!”
And for good measure, Elayeen’s eyes snapped, and she pinned him a moment while she rose, and then she released him and strode angrily to the room they shared. A room which suddenly seemed to hold no comfort for Gawain as the embers in the hearth gave a final glow, and died.
 
When, finally, he rose from the chair and went to their room, Gawain found the lamps dimmed, a dull yellow light flickering from the fire behind its mesh guard. Elayeen was in bed, though whether her eyes were open or not he couldn’t tell.
“Tomorrow, when Allazar leaves the inn to take his room here, I’ll move my belongings there and take his place.”
“Would you shame me thus, before our friends?”
“That’s not my intention, Elayeen.”
“Then what is your intention, Gawain?”
“Understand this. As you’ve so often pointed out of late, I am Gawain, son of Davyd, King of Raheen. I’ve had a long two years, the last three months of which have contained little to no comfort at all. If you don’t want to be shamed by my moving to the inn and you don’t want me anywhere near touching you, then you’d better get used to sleeping on the bloody floor, because I’m certain vakin sure this is the last night in Tarn that I do.”
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5. The Worn Boot
 
The fire in the bedroom’s hearth was long dead when Gawain awoke well before dawn. He rose and dressed quietly, his back and neck stiff and aching, and his boots were distinctly cold when he pulled them on. A glance towards the soft and capacious bed revealed an indistinct mound beneath the blankets where Elayeen had buried herself in the night; Gawain mumbled an envious oath under his breath as he snatched up the longsword and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
Sounds from the living-room suggested that a servant was up and about, clearing the grate and preparing another fire in the hearth, and the kitchen, when Gawain passed through it to the back door of the house, was warm, heat radiating from a wood-fired range on which a large kettle was quietly steaming.
A peek out of the window showed the morning to be dry but blustery, and after wrapping himself in his cloak and shouldering the sword, Gawain let himself out of the house to bid Gwyn a good morning. That done, and chewing a fresh-pared slice of frak, he stretched and tried to loosen aching muscles, and failing miserably to ease the discomfort, pondered what to do next. It was still dark. It was cold. It was windy. And there really was only one thing Gawain could do. Smiling grimly, he trudged along the path to the side of Rak’s house, across Tarn Square, and to the inn.
He paused a moment outside, his attention drawn by a metallic squeaking which accompanied a sudden gust of wind, and he glanced up. A fresh-painted wooden sign swung back and forth from a short pole fixed to the inn’s gable, proclaiming the name of the inn: Traveller’s Rest. Gawain couldn’t remember what the place had been called the first time he’d slept under its roof, the night Rak’s son was born. But he shrugged, opened the door, and with a nod for the surprised landlord Derrik on his knees before the great fireplace lighting the logs, took the stairs two at a time…
“Wake up, you idle bloody whitebeard!”
“Eh?” Allazar started beneath the covers, grabbing the sides of the bed which rocked violently under Gawain’s boot.
“Earthshake. Run for your lives,” Gawain announced, rocking the bed with his boot again.
“By the Teeth, Longsword, have you taken leave of your senses?”
Gawain sniffed and wiped his nose, and leaned back against the wall of the small room. “Probably. But I decided that as king it’s long past time I made some new rules, the first of which will be that if I’m up on a cold, dark and windy morning, you will be too.”
“And what has brought about this startling and unexpected turn of events, may I know?” Allazar heaved himself up into a sitting position, the ropes under the mattress creaking alarmingly every time his weight shifted.
Gawain sighed. “In truth? Elayeen.”
“Ah. For a moment I thought I had woken up several days ago, and you were still ‘tired and emotional’ from a night’s revelling with Eryk of Threlland.”
“A year ago I’d cheerfully have spent the day up at the Point muttering to myself. Or pointlessly brushing Gwyn’s coat, or otherwise wandering off somewhere on my own to try to understand my circumstances and all the events leading up to them.”
“And now?”
“Now I have a wizard all my own to torture, why should I torture myself?”
“There is a chair by the window, your Majesty, by all means make yourself comfortable while you continue afflicting me at this unearthly hour.”
Gawain propped the sword in the corner of the room and sat, suddenly gripping the arms of the chair as it tilted and groaned, its legs or the floor or possibly both alarmingly uneven.
“I pressed her last night, after everyone left. Pressed her for a reason why she prohibits my touching her.”
“Did she answer?” Allazar asked, reaching for a glass of water on the bedside table.
“After a fashion,” Gawain sighed, and looked suddenly sheepish. “She pointed out that my existence is probably the one thing Morloch never accounted for in all his planning, that I’m a buffoon, and that the circles have imposed a duty upon the three of us which isn’t yet done.”
“Ah.”
“Ah? D’you have some understanding that I don’t about this new age she spoke of? Or the duties she clings to?”
“No. Only that last night before bed I glanced through the pages of my unfinished book, and more unspeakable creations came flooding back to my recall. It occurred to me then that the knowledge of the elders would likely not remain accessible if it were no longer required, in some form or other. I don’t know about this ‘new age’ our lady spoke of, but it doesn’t surprise me to learn that our work isn’t done.”
“She said she cannot allow me to touch her because she can’t be throth-bound to me again. Her unfinished duty prevents it.”
Allazar took a sip of water and rubbed his eyes, and then frowned. “I was aware that the throth of elfkind needed closeness to keep both parties in good health, but I was entirely unaware that physical contact might initiate the binding. Elves were elvish for such a long time that the study of such things was considered rather pointless at the Hallencloister. And doubtless will be considered likewise again, it seems.”
Gawain fidgeted uncomfortably. “You think it possible, then?”
“You think it otherwise?”
“I don’t know, Allazar. I suppose I’m worried it might be a ruse, something to deny me or keep me at a distance. I did ask her if she were angry with me, but she said no.”
“Has something happened to break your trust in your lady’s word, Longsword?”
Gawain sighed, and shook his head. “I don’t know, truly. Since Morloch made a fool of me, I hardly trust myself now. At Ferdan, I worried that my deed might have been done, that my task was simply to unleash the circles and once done, I was superfluous to the eldenbeards’ requirements. After listening to Elayeen describing the ancient elvish sisterhood and their attempt at weakening the farak gorin so it would fall when the circles were loosed, I couldn’t help but think the same thing again. If the far-gor’s canyon had opened in summer, as E earnestly believes it should have done, then truly, what else would there be left for me to do, which might qualify me to be called ‘the Deed’?”
“Last time we shared this room was before our adventure in the Barak-nor. You had doubts then, as I recall. You were driven by insights fuelled by strange aquamire, and few if any believed in the existence of a dark army lurking in the barren wastes of the northeast.”
“I remember.”
“Chief among your doubts then was the part I was to play in events, and it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that you also doubted your lady, throth-bound as she was to you then. We stood then on the brink of great risk and a dread discovery, and perhaps you were right to have doubts. But today, the nearest brink lies but a short distance to the north and it overlooks a river gorge and canyon impassable to all save birds and the Graken of Tansee. Nothing dread, my friend, lies lurking ‘round the corner of our immediate future; nothing awaits us today more inconvenient than a blustery wind or a chilly downpour of Captain Tyrane’s hard rain.”
“Says you.”
“Yes, Longsword, says I. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to allow me some privacy to rise and to dress, perhaps we can continue this conversation in the warmer surrounds of goodman Derrik’s dining room.”
“I suppose a mug of hot breakfast wine might accompany the frak well enough.”
“Splendid. In that case, perhaps you’d be kind enough to reserve us a table before the morning rush fills the place.”
“Bloody cheek,” Gawain mumbled, but picked up the sword and left the wizard’s room.
They were the first of Derrik’s customers to order breakfast, and while Gawain was indeed content with his own frak, Allazar gleefully ordered a full cooked meal and even asked for an extra egg on the plate. When the breakfast was served, sizzling on a platter, Gawain’s appetite got the better of him and he ordered a round of toast and honey for himself while Allazar tucked in.
“You know, Allazar, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that with Salaman Goth’s dying breath he cast an immense Tapeworm of Tansee into your innards.”
“Nyevv’s mmmo fuff finng,” Allazar mumbled, chewing happily and swallowing. “There’s no such thing as a Tapeworm of Tansee, and thank you so much for such unpleasant imagery first thing in the morning.”
“You’re welcome. But honestly, I’ve never seen anyone put so much food away as you do without consequences, unless it be Brock of Callodon.”
“We wizards need to keep our strength up, it takes a good deal of energy to Keep Sticks according to the expectations of our crowns. And thank you for obtaining this table near the fire, the place is filling up now and this particular spot has been hotly contested of late.”
The dining room was indeed beginning to buzz with conversation and bustle as more of the inn’s residents and early regular customers alike took their places. Gawain crunched into a thick slice of crusty loaf which had been toasted traditionally, by fork and fireplace, and chewed contentedly. After washing it down with a draught of hot breakfast wine, he leaned forward.
“And speaking of the Sticks, where is the shorter one?”
“Safe, Longsword. It is locked by mystic means in a stout case and sealed likewise in a nook of lord Rak’s cellar. Only he, and now you, know of its location, and I feel confident that neither he nor yourself would be able to find it without a diligent search. I tucked it away there shortly after our arrival here in Tarn. The Traveller’s Rest is hardly the place to leave such an artefact unattended.”
“Good. And that reminds me, since when has this place gone by that name? I noticed the new sign this morning.”
“Since we left for Ferdan in the summer, according to goodman Derrik. He named it in honour of you, and the place has become something of an attraction in Threlland, by all accounts. You may not have noticed, but there’s even a brass plate set into the floor in the main room, marking the very spot where that traitor Joyen was despatched. When I mentioned it to our host, he said business has been booming since he changed the name of the place from ‘The Worn Boot.’”
“The Worn Boot? Was that its name?” Gawain was agog.
“Indeed,” Allazar smiled, mashing a hunk of bread into the yolks on his plate, “Didn’t you notice the old miner’s footwear hanging by its laces from the pole in the gable when last we were here?”
“No, I suspect I had other things on my mind at the time.”
“Well, now that a moment’s peace has finally arrived, you may indulge your mind with matters much less pressing than dark armies and occupy it instead with things infinitely more mundane, such as the names of Threlland’s hostelries and taverns. Perhaps it’s the sudden lack of peril and urgency in all our lives that is making you uneasy.”
“Do you think so?”
“We’ve barely stopped for breath since Kings’ Council. Much has happened in the months since then. Now, with all tension released, nerves which were drawn tight as bowstrings find themselves relaxed, and are quite unused to the lack of tension. It will take time for all of us to become accustomed to the new reality of our world.”
Gawain drizzled honey over another slice of toast, and then shook his head. “When I mentioned time to Elayeen last night, she asked what time I thought we had, saying that Morloch owns the west.”
“Our lady is doubtless concerned for her homeland, Longsword. Which is something you should keep in mind, I think.”
“Believe me, wizard, Elvendere is never far from my mind, but not for the gentler reasons you’d have me contemplate. Besides, I don’t think E was worried so much for her friends and family as she was about the Empire and her unspoken duties. She also mentioned the weaknesses at the northern and southern ends of that great forest.”
“The old Beacon Gap in the north, and the Jarn Gap in south?”
“Yeff,” Gawain managed, crunching toast smeared with honey.
Allazar frowned, and then shrugged his shoulders before stabbing a rasher of bacon with a fork. “Well, for now at least, you and she may spend time alone together. Don’t allow your anger at the Thallanhall to colour your feelings for your lady. Valin and Meeya have already fled to private lodgings to give you and our lady peace, don’t squander it.”
“I know. It’s just that I don’t know which is the worse; Elayeen at the Inn of The Horse’s Head at Jarn, all Eldengaze and dread, or Elayeen at Rak’s house, all beauty but beyond reach, like that wolf in the tale she told last night.”
“Mmmff,” Allazar swallowed hastily and stabbed a sausage. “Give it time. Morloch is going nowhere and neither are we.”
“That’s what I said to Elayeen.”
“You are very wise, Longsword,” Allazar smiled.
“That’s not what she said to me.”
“Ah. She is very wise, too.”
Gawain sighed, and shook his head sadly. “It’s going to be a long winter, isn’t it.”
 
At some point while Gawain and Allazar were at breakfast and afterwards enjoying the warmth of the fire at the Traveller’s Rest, lady Merrin oversaw the preparation of the second guest-room which would relieve the wizard of the inconvenience of lodging at the inn. She also discreetly arranged for a second bed to be made up in the room Gawain and Elayeen shared, or so the young man discovered when he returned to Rak’s house and hung his cloak behind the door in there. Elayeen, he learned, had ventured out soon after breakfast, to seek out Meeya and Valin and examine their new lodgings.
With Allazar settling in to his new accommodation, and in truth that didn’t take long considering he had fewer possessions to his name than even the King of Raheen, and with Elayeen out visiting her friends, Gawain suddenly found himself at a complete loss. Rak and Merrin were playing with Travak in the living-room, and after the year they’d had, Gawain really didn’t want to disturb the family with his maudlin presence.
He considered inflicting himself upon the wizard again, but when he caught sight of Allazar’s introspective smile, the First of Raheen sitting in Rak’s study arranging his notebooks before him on the bureau, Gawain decided instead to sit alone and bask in the warmth of the kitchen.
There were no battles to fight, no frantic journeys to be made, no desperate struggles to challenge brains or brawn, no warriors awaiting his orders, and no lands depending on his leadership for their continued survival. Two weeks ago, almost to the hour, Morloch had appeared before them on the shore of the farak gorin, and the Thurmount grappinbow crew had loosed the first real shot of the Battle of Far-gor. Now Gawain was sitting in the warmth of lady Merrin’s kitchen, a fire crackling in the hearth and a kettle steaming on the range.
Nothing Captain Hass of the One Thousand had ever said to Gawain back at Raheen could have prepared him for this sudden and alien idleness. Even during the tedious journey along the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, there was movement towards something, a new chain every thirty-three yards, a new perspective on the land around them, an urgency propelling them forward. Now, here, there was just winter, wet and windy, dark and bleak and stretching away before Gawain like a farak gorin of pointlessness. And on the other side of winter? What then? What does the commander of an army do when there is no army to command, no enemy to engage? What does a king do, when he has no kingdom to rule?
Gawain sighed, listening to the muffled laughter coming from the living-room at the end of the hallway, through the kitchen’s open door. Rak had his family. Allazar had his book. Elayeen had her friends, and whatever strange duty the circles had imposed upon her. Gawain had nothing, save of course for Gwyn, and she was enjoying her well-earned rest. Besides, in his present state of melancholic ennui it would be cruel of Gawain to impose himself on his horse-friend’s mood.
A sudden hissing from the fire drew his attention. Rain, a few drops finding their way down the chimney into the grate and onto the logs burning there. Gawain watched the patterns swirling in the embers, flames seeming to dance above them…
 
He was still sitting there watching the fire an hour later when a smiling lady Merrin swept into the kitchen to begin overseeing preparations for lunch.
“I hope I’m not disturbing you, Traveller?”
“No,” Gawain smiled at his old name, a name from what felt like a bygone era. “I was just thinking, and remembering. Am I in your way?”
“Not at all, though you can help me lay the table in a while if you like. With my uncle returned to Castletown on Crownmount, I’ve decided we’ll close up the formal dining-room and eat all our meals in the kitchen, now that winter’s arrived early. It’s much warmer in here.”
“I remember. You did the same last year, though it seems like a very long time ago now.”
Merrin paused, and eyed the young man sitting as if hypnotised by the fire in the hearth. White ash coated the logs, flames had died to occasional sprites, and a deep red glow was barely visible in the cracks and crevasses of the burnt wood. Merrin sat at the end of the table, moving quietly.
“Last year,” she announced softly, “All of us looked forward with dread, and could see little hope for anything save the world’s ending. Now we look forward to peace again; my son once more has a future, life once more is filled with possibilities.
“But for you, Gawain, it’s different. I think that for you, perhaps, the Battle of Far-gor was an ending. Where we look forward to new beginnings, you look back to the dark days of your life and the end of the great conflict begun when Morloch destroyed your home. For us, the future is bright as the flames of the fire, and warm, and welcome. For you, the future is ashes and embers struggling to survive against the relentless assault of raindrops falling from a cold northern sky.”
“What will I do?” Gawain whispered, transfixed by the patterns pulsing and flaring in the hearth, and utterly unaware of Allazar sadly and silently watching from the doorway.
“You will rest,” Merrin said, softly and with great kindness, “And you will be the young man you would have become before Morloch took everything from you. You will become yourself once more, and not what others would have you be, and you and your lady will grow together, slowly perhaps, but you’ll be together again, in time.”
Gawain, eyes fixed upon the hearth, shook his head, slowly. “I don’t think so, lady Merrin.”
“Time is all you need, and you have that, now.”
Again, Gawain shook his head. “How many times did you or Rak try to repair the toy Gwyn’s broken leg, before finally giving up and recognising that it could no more be what once it was? Travak doesn’t mind, he still loves the toy horse, broken leg and all. But it’ll never be the same as it was.”
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6. Sanity
 
By the middle of November, Gawain was convinced he would go mad. Nights were spent in the small living-room by the fire, mostly in quiet contemplation and listening to Allazar and Rak discussing and describing past events with which one or the other was unfamiliar.
Alone in their room, Elayeen taking the new and much smaller bed and leaving the larger for Gawain, conversation was strained and stilted, and usually confined to safe topics concerning events of the day. Once, Gawain had seriously asked Elayeen if his wearing gloves might quell her objections to his touching her or holding her hand, but her reply was little more than a terse accusation of childishness and so withering for its brevity he determined never to raise the subject again.
Days were filled with aimless wandering or listening to tall tales at the inn, loitering in the stables or braving a gale in Arramin’s Cabin before the chill wind and lashing rain drove him back indoors. Once, he even tried reading the bound Minutes of Kings’ Council from Ferdan and Shiyanath, until Rak recognised the desperation Gawain’s attempt represented and rescued him with a suggestion.
The suggestion was that Gawain ride out to Major Sarek’s new headquarters, the nominal home of Sarek’s Rangers, there to spend a night or two while reviewing the progress that the former Captain of the Tarn Guard had made with Threlland’s new force. The abrupt transformation wrought in the young man by this suggestion was astonishing, and even Elayeen seemed stunned by the sudden joy and enthusiasm with which Gawain rushed to their room to fetch cloak, weapons, and backpack.
With frak a-plenty and wrapped against the driving rain, Gawain called a brief farewell and was out of the house and in the stables saddling Gwyn before anyone of a mind to object could utter a word…
 
“Sarek.”
“My lord!” Major Sarek beamed with genuine delight when Gawain strode in to the fresh-built cabin and heaved the door closed against the gale behind him. “And welcome to the headquarters of the Royal Threlland Rangers, such as it is. The rest of the barracks are shared with the regulars of the Tarn guard, but this humble cabin is more than we had this time last year and it’s our own.”
Gawain smiled, and shook the rain off his cloak before hanging it on a peg by the door. “I’ve seen worse, and recently too. I’d have visited sooner, but with all the celebrations…”
Sarek held up a hand, and indicated a chair by the fireplace. “Will you sit and warm yourself, my lord? It’s a good two hours ride from lord Rak’s house, you must be chilled and soaked.”
“Bah, it’s not that bad outside. I’ve travelled a lot farther in a lot worse. But yes, the chair looks comfortable, as do the stables outside.”
“We’re well provided for. His Majesty saw to that last year, after events at the Barak-nor. I’m hoping that his support will continue, even though it’s unlikely another enemy will ever find its way across the farak gorin. And especially now, since our numbers have been swollen by a dozen of your Kindred Rangers.”
“Are they here?”
“Yes and no. They’re based in the barracks hut to the left of the stables, but all are out with one of our patrols, learning the lie of the land and our ways. Can I get you a hot drink? We’re not exactly as well-appointed as the Traveller’s Rest but we get by. If my sergeant were here I could send him down the road for something stronger, but he’s in Tarn for the weekly supplies.”
“Thank you,” and then on a sudden impulse, Gawain added, “Do you have any loofeen? I heard about it from General Karn, but haven’t tried it yet. He said it was good with hot water.”
Sarek smiled. “Yes we do, and yes it is. Although, I suspect it’s something of an acquired taste,” the Major crossed to a table, and from a shelf beneath it produced a small bottle of dark brown syrup. He poured a spoonful into each of two mugs, and continued speaking while he fetched a steaming kettle from its hook above the fire. “There’s more than a few of our rangers carry a small bottle in their packs, especially now winter’s arrived early. It’s not exactly a miner’s staple, they don’t like to make fires underground to heat water, and cold loofeen is really rather unappealing. But above ground and with a kettle, it’s warming, and a small comfort for rangers out on patrol or on fixed watch.”
“How many rangers do you have now?”
“We were thirty strong before Corporal Jak was killed. Forty one now with the elves, though I suspect they’ll operate independently under Serre Valin’s orders once they’re settled. Here, be careful my lord, it’s hot.”
Gawain accepted the mug of steaming dark loofeen, and waited while Sarek took his seat before sipping the hot drink. It was a little bitter, but not altogether unpleasant, and it had a distinctive aroma. Gawain could picture General Karn, occasionally and surreptitiously sniffing his old bottle of loofeen while remembering the birth of his children.
“I can warm some spice wine instead, my lord?”
“No, no, it’s fine, thank you, Sarek. Actually, the taste is rather growing on me. I was just remembering… never mind. I read your reports at Ferdan. I was sorry to read about Jak, and so too was General Karn.”
“Those who were there were greatly affected by it. All of us were utterly unprepared for such an attack. To go down fighting an enemy is one thing, but to be killed by such a horror… it was a sobering lesson for us all.”
“The Kindred Rangers will be a valuable asset in that regard. I didn’t know Valin and Meeya were remaining here in Threlland though.”
“So they said, my lord. I believe, though I’m not entirely certain yet, that Serre Valin’s intentions are to use Tarn as a base, and to keep watch over the northern reaches as far as that place they call the Beacon Gap, north of Elvendere. At the moment though, he and his lady have taken lodgings on the eastern side of town, to be a little closer to the HQ.”
“Yes, so I understand. I thought you had much greater numbers in the Rangers, from the reports I read.”
Sarek nodded, and sipped his drink. “We did, but most of them were volunteers from the various inland town guards, those who could be spared and who were willing to provide strength and support here. The real Rangers were those who’d undergone the training you inspired. They served as patrol leaders, with the main body of the patrols being the volunteers. After the Battle of Far-gor though, the volunteers disbanded, and went home for the celebrations. We’ve only the hard core Rangers now, but they should be enough to keep an eye on things.”
“I’d still keep trying for recruits though, my friend. The enemy has wings at their disposal, after all. You heard about the Grimmand they dropped behind the lines south of Ferdan?”
Sarek nodded, his expression sombre. “I did, and your point is well made. When first we met, I was greatly disturbed by the discovery of that foul army lurking out there in the Barak-nor, as well you know. I’ve no intention of allowing Threlland’s guard to be let down again. Besides, there are doubtless rogue wizards still at large throughout the lands south of the Teeth. I’d rather our Rangers encounter those bastards well away from our borders than allow them free passage to wreak havoc within.”
“Indeed,” Gawain agreed, warming to the fire and the drink, and genuinely happy to renew his acquaintance with Sarek. “Though I’ve never been entirely sure about the true extent of the threat they represent. Reports at Ferdan concerning these rogues were vague at best, and most seemed largely to be hearsay, third- or fourth-hand. Sometimes a rumour is all it takes to create havoc. We only had personal experience of one, at the battle.”
“Yes, we heard the tales of that treacherous vermin, and how you ended his miserable existence. The home guards still insist on all unknown wizards exposing their torsos for inspection, even though some of the reports we’ve received say that the rogues aren’t adorned with strange marks or writings. It makes everyone wonder how to tell them apart, the good from the bad.”
Gawain shrugged, and sipped his drink before replying. “It’s easy really. Don’t trust any of them. It works for me and always has.”
Sarek smiled. “Aye, my lord, I believe you’ve mentioned it.”
“I suppose it’s possible I may have done,” Gawain grinned, stretching his legs towards the fireplace and crossing his right boot over his left. “But it doesn’t hurt to remind people now and then. I tell Allazar much the same thing quite frequently.”
“The White Staff of Raheen, or so he’s known here now, since Far-gor. The men of the infantry who served there have told of the mighty tree of lightning he raised to bring down one of those winged beasts you mentioned.”
“I know. I’ve been quietly trying to change his new moniker by telling every Threllandman I hear using it, that it’s ‘White Stick of Raheen’. I’m not having much success though.”
“I doubt you will, in truth, though they may smile to think of it. But the infantrymen also speak in awe of the two wizards who stood to the fore against those Kraal-beasts. Stood alone in the no-man’s land, ‘twixt dread and immense dark-made creatures, and the men of Threlland. The names of Allazar and Imzenn will live long in the hearts and minds of dwarves, my lord.”
“And so they should,” Gawain agreed, quietly and solemnly. “So they should.”
There was a long and companionable silence, the logs in the hearth hissing, rain lashing the windows and wind rattling the door, before finally Sarek drained his mug and spoke.
“Will you be staying for dinner, my lord? The cooks make a hearty stew and with the patrols out they’ll be glad of an extra mouth to feed.”
“Thank you, yes, I shall. In fact, if you’ve no objections, I’d like to stay a night or two?”
Sarek’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “I have no objections at all, my lord, I’d be delighted. May I ask if there’s a special reason for your visit? Not more enemies lurking in the foul wastes of the Barak-nor, I hope?”
“No, at least none that I’m aware of. If there were, I rather suspect your men stationed at the cloven hill would’ve mentioned it long before now. No, I thought I’d pay a visit, compliment you on your work with the Rangers, and see if there was anything I could do to help. I’ve been going quietly mad these past few weeks, I believe lord Rak thought it might help my sanity.”
“Then you’re doubly welcome, my lord. Any advice you might give would be gratefully received, especially concerning those dark creatures the enemy has in its possession.”
“We may have something much better than my limited knowledge on that subject, sooner or later. Allazar is compiling a book describing the dark-made creatures we hope never to encounter, and describing how they may be destroyed. The Kindred Rangers will likely be the most valuable allies the southlands can hope for in that regard. Treat them well, Major, treat them very well.”
“Aye, my lord.”
“But don’t let down your guard for their presence. They can see dark-made danger, but they still only have one pair of eyes, and as we know, not all enemies are wizard-made.”
“True enough, but since the victory at the Battle of Far-gor, I doubt many traitors will risk exposure now, not while there’s no longer any possibility of them ending up on the winning side. It’s one thing to wreak havoc behind the lines when you have an army marching to aid your cause, another when you’re alone.”
“That might be true if we were talking about enemies other than Morloch. But he is all evil, and weakened or not, filled with hate. I’ve no doubt he’ll lash out, for spite if for no other reason. I’m glad I came, Sarek. It’s refreshed my perspective a little. After being immersed in victory celebrations and such obvious relief as there is in Tarn, talking with you has reminded me we need to keep our guard up, now especially while all others are breathing sighs of relief and looking forward to peace once more.”
 
Gawain remained a week at the Rangers’ Headquarters, reviewing their training regimes and providing basic instruction in arrow-throwing, though the dwarves preferred the crossbow for accuracy. It was only when he made mention of Ognorm of Ruttmark’s record Ferdan throw that dwarven eyebrows raised and they took notice; after that, those not on patrol took to practicing with great gusto during breaks in the weather.
But Gawain knew that while the work and camaraderie with Sarek’s small but important force was important, he was in fact using it as an excuse to remain away from Tarn and Rak’s house, or rather from Elayeen. And he also knew he couldn’t hide himself away forever.
It was teeming with hard rain in the third week of November when Gawain saddled Gwyn, and took his leave of Sarek and the barracks, though as he confessed to the Major before beginning the two-hour ride back to Tarn, he’d have preferred to journey east out to the cloven hill than west back to town. He wanted to look down from the heights upon the Barak-nor, and espy the eastern end of the farak gorin. Perhaps even to see the rip in the land and the great granite nub of a mountain Martan of Tellek had described to him in the gloom of a Jurian supply tent, weeks ago.
But west it was, and at a gentle pace, taking the back roads and tracks through the trees rather than the main thoroughfares. A couple of hours later, he led Gwyn into Rak’s stables, and helped Lyas rub her down before leaving the horse to the care of the apprentice and trudging up the muddy path to the house.
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7. Shock
 
Gawain shook the rain off his cloak under the wooden porch above the back door, and scraped his boots on the mud-butler beside it before entering the kitchen, where he froze, momentarily surprised, before closing the door against the gusts and rain behind him.
Allazar was leaning on his staff in the hall doorway, his face sad. Elayeen sat with Merrin and Rak at the table, and standing before the large fireplace, dripping wet and making a puddle on the stone floor, was a rider of the RJC, grey cloak thrown back to expose the grey cavalry uniform, and the emblem of the Kindred Army on her tunic.
“My lord Commander,” she said, and saluted, “I am…”
“Cherris, once of the north-west mid-range, under Captain Byrne. I remember you from Ferdan. You fought with us at Far-gor.”
“Yes, my lord,” the rider replied, blinking in surprise, and there was a brief silence while she smiled in genuine appreciation of being remembered.
Gawain stared at her, long chestnut brown hair shining wet and plastered to her neck and shoulders, her slender throat pale and glistening. Her tunic, shirt, and britches were soaked through, and clung to her, emphasising and revealing her figure, and though the last time Gawain had seen her she was coated in dust, sweat and grime from a hard ride, today’s rain had washed her face clean, leaving it fresh, and pretty. She’d clearly ridden hard once more, the scent of horse and leather a delight to Gawain’s nose if no-one else’s.
“You brought word to us at Ferdan of the Condavian’s approach, before we marched for the north.”
“I did, my lord, and…” Cherris paused and shivered, and drew her wet cloak about her, “…and again I fear I bear ill tidings.”
Gawain noted the sudden sadness in her deep brown eyes, eyes which held his a moment longer before she averted her gaze to the floor.
“Willam of Juria is dead,” Allazar sighed.
Gawain was stunned. “Dead? Dead how? When?”
“My king was killed, my lord, by a rogue wizard of the D’ith, named Tabais. It was the 25th day of October. There were celebrations when news of the victory at Far-gor arrived, and in the Great Hall, during those celebrations, the traitor struck. The traitor was destroyed by Mahlek, First of Juria, but not before our king was killed.”
“Willam…” Gawain sighed, staring at the puddle on the floor and remembering… and then he turned his gaze to Cherris again.
Small wisps of steam were rising from her sopping cloak, the heat from the fire behind her beginning to drive out the moisture. But she shivered again.
“Lady Merrin, can’t we find something warm for Rider Cherris? And a hot bath perhaps…”
“Alas my lord,” Cherris spoke softly, but urgently, “I am grateful for your kindness and that of this house, but I must continue on to the Castletown at Crownmount, and give my ill news and a letter to his Majesty, King Eryk. The letter has passed from my queen’s hand to mine, and must pass to his and no other in the between.”
“Won’t you rest, even for a few hours?” Gawain pressed, stepping a little closer.
“I cannot my lord. I took the northerly route instead of the flooded river crossing at the Mornland border, and delayed here in Tarn only because I was given word that you were here, and I did not think Queen Hellin would deny me an hour or two to pass word of her father’s death to you directly. But I cannot stay. I have a duty.”
“Hellin is now Juria’s crown?”
“Yes. In accordance with Juria’s traditions, the crown passed to her the day after her father’s death.”
“Then the coronation has already taken place?”
“It has, my lord. My lord Commander, if there is nothing else, I have a duty…”
“Of course,” Gawain nodded, and stepped back. “Thank you, Cherris, for your service to the kindred at Far-gor, and for your duty here. Speed your journey to Crownmount.”
Cherris stood smartly to attention, and after a lingering gaze at Gawain, snapped her right hand to the emblem on her left breast in salute. “Vex, my lord!” she said, her voice strong and proud.
“Vex,” Gawain replied, and watched her as she turned and gave a polite nod to those sitting at the table.
Cherris strode dripping from the kitchen, past Allazar up the hallway towards the front door, the wizard walking behind her to see her out, and Gawain sighed.
“Willam dead… I had expected Morloch to strike out in spite, but not like this. Not like this. He was a good man.”
“He was,” Rak said, rising from the table, and there was a curious hardness in his voice which drew Gawain’s attention.
But the diplomat did not hold his gaze, and stone-faced, helped his lady up and led her from the kitchen towards the living-room. Elayeen stood, staring at Gawain with an expression more of shock than sorrow, and without a word, she too left the kitchen, turning into the room they shared further down the hall.
When Allazar returned, he wore a stern expression.
“What?” Gawain demanded. “Rider Cherris brings news of catastrophe in Juria and you and the others stare at me like a naughty boy who’s just traipsed mud across a fresh-scrubbed floor.”
“Your Majesty…” Allazar began, but Gawain folded his arms and cut him off.
“Oh, so it’s ‘your majesty’ now is it?”
“Yes. I cannot believe I witnessed the scene which unfolded before me here just now. Not content with remaining away from your lady a full week when a night or two was the expected extent of your absence, but you stand there, there before the world and your lady’s eyes, practically devouring that unfortunate rider with your own! Have you taken leave of your senses? That rider made haste through gales and rain to bring news of the death of her king and you stood there gazing at her like a groom on the eve of his wedding day!”
Anger bubbled and broke deep within Gawain’s stomach, and his eyes narrowed dangerously. “That
rider has a name, wizard, and so do I!”
From down the hallway they both heard the sound of a door closing, though which door they couldn’t say. But it was enough for Gawain. He flung open the back door, then strode two steps back across the kitchen to grab the surprised wizard by the lapels of his robes and dragged him bodily from the house, the Dymendin staff crashing to the floor behind them as they went.
Out, out into the rain, and wordlessly, Gawain dragged Allazar along the muddy path to the stables, flinging open the door and shoving the hapless wizard inside into the gloom. Lyas, brushing Gwyn’s mane, immediately put down the currycomb and fled into the tack-room, banging the door shut behind him.
“By the Teeth!” Allazar managed, but Gawain rammed the wizard up against the wall.
“You will be silent, whitebeard!” Gawain hissed through clenched teeth, his face inches from Allazar’s. “You dare to reproach me thus! You dare to accuse me thus! Have you forgotten who and what I am and what I do to whitebeards who offend me! Do you think you have travelled far enough in my company that you have the right to reproach me in so public a fashion? Do you!”
“Longsword…”
“I told you to be silent!” Gawain cried, thrusting the wizard against the wall again and then swinging him around, hurling him onto the straw-covered stone-paved floor. “Do you think you know me that well? Do you? You know nothing! Two and a half years, Allazar, two and a half miserable vakin years since I was banished to these southlands and in all that time what have I endured!”
Gawain paced around the wide-eyed wizard, and Allazar’s mouth went dry, remembering the last time he’d seen the King of Raheen do such a thing, at Ostinath…
“I’ll tell you, since you and everyone else is so busy vakin celebrating to bother thinking about it! A year spent in the reeking lowlands putting up with insult and brigandry and dealing with halfwit mice of men unable to stand up for themselves against a gang of imbeciles and hired thugs, while Morloch brought forth his plans and laid waste to my home!
“Then another year ridding these same lands of those chanting clowns the Ramoth and their mercenaries while kings and their guards sat on their worthless backsides doing the very nothing that whitebeards of your breed advocated! I crossed the farak gorin, I crawled through the tunnels under the Teeth and smote Morloch again and again and scant weeks ago once more I stood face to face with that ‘spitsucking evil down there at Far-gor! And all the while, the world pulling me this way and that and demanding a piece of me, heaping their hopes and fears upon my shoulders and placing all their faith in me to save them once again!
“And I did, Allazar, I did! Just as I’ve done everything in my power to vex Morloch since first the blackhearted bastard appeared to me! And now, wizard, now while the men and women who fought in that battle celebrate escaping death and destruction in the way that all men and women celebrate life together, what have I? Tell me wizard, what have I?
“Nothing! That is my reward! My land is still ashes, my people still dead, and I have a wife who would rather see me dead than see my hand upon her! And for why? Because some eldenbeard bastard dead ten thousand years or more says so, that’s why! How do you think lord Rak celebrated victory with his lady, Allazar? How do you think Eryk and Brock and yes even poor dead Willam of Juria celebrated the relief of victory and the joy of yet being alive with theirs?
“I am not yet twenty-one years old and I have endured and faced every trial and tribulation put before me and I have prevailed where men twice and thrice my age would have and did fail in their duty! And you! You and she who claims to love me and those who claim to be my friend dare to offer reproach simply because I look at a woman worthy of any man’s eye?”
“Longsword…”
“Be silent!” Gawain cried again, breathing hard, pacing like a caged animal, breath hissing, the veins on his neck throbbing. “Where is it written that I and I alone must endure alone to the end of my days? In the vakin circles of eldenbeards? Is that where?
“Do you have any idea what it’s like to be twenty years old, to endure years of hardship and months of peril and face the end of all things with the woman you love and then, Allazar, then, when the fighting is done and the bells and clarions of victory ring out across all the lands, to share a room with her, and never be closer to her than I am to you now! Do you?”
“I… I do not.”
“Then take your vakin reproach and shove it where I swear by the ghosts of Raheen I’ll shove my vakin sword if you ever accuse me thus or berate me in public again!”
Gawain turned on his heel, his wet cloak clinging to his legs, and the strap of the longsword chafing his shoulder. Then he strode towards the door.
“My lord…” Allazar gasped, “Where are you going?”
“I go to the inn, to the only comfort left to me! And if I decide to sleep there tonight and every other night of my sojourn in these vakin hills that is my business! Not yours, not Rak’s, and not Elayeen’s!”
 
At the Traveller’s Rest, Derrik noted the dark set of Gawain’s features as soon as the young man strode through the door, and the innkeeper moved closer to the pumps at the edge of the bar.
“What can I get you, milord?”
“A pint of your darkest ale. And d’you have a vacant room, goodman Derrik? If so I shall stay the night, longer if I’ve a mind to.”
“We do, milord. Winter’s driven most folk to their homes now, and what with the battle and all, we’ve had no merchants from other lands for a long time, and so none to winter in Tarn. The room that Serre wizard Allazar vacated do for you, milord?”
“Why not, it’s served well enough in the past.”
“I’ll bring the ale over to you, milord. May I ask, has something happened? You seem not yourself, if’n you don’t mind my asking.”
Gawain sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “News just arrived, and all Threlland will hear it soon enough. Willam, King of Juria, is dead these four weeks past, slain by a traitor of the D’ith.”
Derrik’s eyes widened in shock and disbelief, and all he could do was shake his head sadly.
“I’ll be at the corner table,” Gawain said quietly, and left the bar, its portly owner gazing after him with sorrow.
The corner table was gloomy, the great log fire some way along the wall to its left and the main room’s nearest window well away to the right, and thus very little light reached it. It was mostly used by couples, or those who didn’t wish to be noticed. A glowstone lamp was set in a sconce, but even with its shutters open wide it struggled in vain to defeat the shadows around the table where Gawain sat, his back jammed into the very corner of the room, sword propped to his right. He eyed the brass plate glinting in the floor some twenty feet away towards the bar, marking the spot where the traitor Joyen was slain a year ago. The memory of that event did nothing good for his mood.
Derrik, true to his word, fetched the tankard of ale and with it a bowl of fried pork rinds, and set them on the table. “Is there anything else I might fetch you, milord?”
“No, thank you. You might take those chairs away though, I’m in no mood for company, should any arrive.”
“Aye, milord, of course.”
When Derrik had taken the three chairs and discreetly moved the closest tables further from the gloomy corner, Gawain sat back, and closed his eyes, trying to still his breathing and loosen the knots in his stomach.
He rested the palm of his hand on the table, and felt areas of roughness, shallow gouges scraped with pocket-blades over the life of the oft-polished and sturdy old furniture. Names, carved into the wood. Gawain opened his eyes, and tried to read those names in the weak light from the lamp above him. There was another table in the room, he knew, on which he himself had absent-mindedly scraped a name while in the foggy-minded onset of the throth, the day Joyen was killed: Tallbot of Jarn.
It had been a long time since Gawain had recalled Tallbot, an honourable town guardsman in the service of Callodon; killed by Ramoth mercenaries because kings had feared to take action against them. Tallbot had been a good man. They had all been good men, and good women, at Far-gor… good and loyal and courageous. And now they were nothing more than names, reverently inscribed upon the cairn and honoured for their sacrifice.
But in time, the names on the cairn would fade, as the names scratched into table-tops in inns and taverns throughout the lands would fade, and in time, while those who remembered the owners of those names themselves faded and were lost, what would remain to mark their passing? A gouge in a piece of wood, or a scratch upon the rusting limb of a broken grappinbow?
Now there was another name to be added to the litany. Willam, King of Juria. Slain in his own Hall, by a traitor of the D’ith. He was a good man too, Willam, the rock of Juria, loved and respected by his people and by his neighbours, a calm man, tall, and gaunt, and serious, not given to outbursts of temper or excitement, a man who thought before he spoke, and who always spoke well. A man who had survived aquamire poison, only to be slain by a treacherous wizard of the D’ith… just like Arras had been… Arras of Narrat, once of the Southride…
Gawain drew in a tremulous breath and then took a draught of dark Threlland ale to wash away the bubble forming in his throat. It was early, not yet noon, and in truth, much too early for the rich and heady brew. But it stemmed the emotion that had threatened to burst its banks. He picked up a pork rind and popped it into his mouth, crunching down on the snack and focusing on the salt pork tang that supplanted the bitter taste of the ale in an instant.
So many names, and all of them good men and women, and true to the kindred. Yet they were dead, while Gawain still lived… Ask Hellin of Juria who she would rather were slain, Gawain thought to himself, Her father, or me. Ask them all, the mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, friends and relations of all those slain at Far-gor, who they would rather have seen return home alive and well…
The main door opened to admit a blast of air from without, where it was still teeming with rain. A pair of dwarves Gawain didn’t recognise trudged to a table close to the bar, ignoring him and being ignored in return; nameless dwarves, miners, perhaps. Perhaps their names were on a table somewhere here in the main room of the inn.
A log spat an ember from the grate away to his left, catching Gawain’s eye, and recalling to mind yet more names. Names screamed in agony and in fear amongst crackling blasts of white lightning and the roaring of flames… Theo! Theo! This way! Run! In Stanas’ name run for your life! Peeta! Peeta don’t leave me!
Calhaneth. Gawain shuddered and closed his eyes. Yathami! Yathami! Eem Fyeran! Eem Fyeran! Help me. Help me. I’m burning. I’m burning… The screams grew in Gawain’s head like the roar of the fire in Calhaneth as it spread, fanned by the swirling winds drawn in by the rising heat…
Then a door banged shut, and the sound of the wind and rain from outside was silenced, and Gawain opened his eyes. More customers for Derrik, dwarves seeking shelter from the weather, or perhaps a late breakfast, or an early lunch.
It’s all just names…
Gawain sighed, but couldn’t shake off the sudden and immense grief that seemed to spread through his veins like a poison.
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8. Sorrows
 
“I have friends who are healers,” Rak announced, and Gawain, standing at the window of his small room at the inn, turned his attention from the view of the courtyard below to glance over his shoulder at his friend.
“Is someone ill, then? Elayeen? Allazar?”
“No, it is nothing like that, though both are concerned for you. It’s been two days since you came here consumed by anger.”
“Anger?” Gawain snorted, and turned again to watch while below in the courtyard a couple of brawny fellows rolled barrels from a dray and carried them down into the maw of the cellars. “The regal ire of a king for a servant who should’ve known better. Brock would likely have killed him, if he’d still been in service to Callodon’s crown. Brock’s crippled servants for less.”
“Perhaps so. But the healers I spoke of tell of a condition, one that is well documented and understood here in Threlland, and also in other lands. Here it is called liefhargen, in the common tongue its closest meaning is ‘life-sorrow’. It often afflicts those who survive a terrible event when others do not. It is not uncommon for tunnels to collapse in the mines of Threlland, and in the rock-fall, trap a crew below ground. Sometimes, one or two miners might survive to be rescued, and for a long time afterwards, they are struck by the liefhargen. They do not feel worthy to have survived when their friends did not. The healers say it is common in other lands, after shipwrecks, for example, or earthshakes…”
“And what has this to do with me, Rak?”
“It might explain why you are here in a room at the Traveller’s Rest and not in the comfort of my home, with your lady.”
“Thank you for your concern, Rak, but the words ‘comfort’ and ‘my lady’ don’t belong in the same sentence together, much less under one roof. I’m far less likely to suffer an attack of this ‘liefhargen’ of yours if I’m not shut up in a dark room for the night with Elayeen.”
“Your lady has said she will visit with her friends Meeya and Valin at their lodgings, should you wish to return. Allazar also has offered to return here, that you may have the second room now that the inn is quieter.”
“Why?”
Rak looked momentarily surprised by the question.
“Why bother, Rak? I am comfortable here with my own company. If I wish to speak with Elayeen or the wizard I can easily walk across the Square to your house and do so. Allazar is comfortable in your house. Elayeen is comfortable in your house. And frankly, Rak, after the utterly unwarranted reproach I received from you and your lady as well as from the wizard and mine, I am not.”
“A mistake, my brother…”
“And not one of my making. To prevent further such mistakes I intend to remain here for as long as goodman Derrik welcomes me. Here, I’m free to do what I like, and go where I like, whenever I like. I’ve not enjoyed this kind of freedom for some considerable time and to be blunt, after the last six months, this kind of freedom is much more likely to cure any liefhargens I may be suffering than being shut up with Elayeen or watched over by judgemental wizards and friends.”
“I am sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m not. I value the time I have now to think and reflect. Given long enough alone I might even learn to become less of the stumbling buffoon that elfwizards and my wife take me to be.”
“Turning away from friends and loved ones is a common sign of the liefhargen. Being alone is good for no-one.”
“If ants and bees could dream, Rak, then in all probability being alone would be their fabled yonderlife, a blessed reward for spending a lifetime of ceaseless labour spent rubbing shoulders with countless others. Besides, I’m not alone. There’s an inn full of friendly people just outside my door should I feel the need for company.”
“What shall I tell Elayeen?”
“She knows where I am should she wish to speak with me. It’s not as if this situation hasn’t arisen before, after all.”
Rak nodded sadly, remembering when Gawain had been evicted from the house and banished to this very room, when first the King of Ashes had rescued his love from faranthroth.
“And, Rak, if I were at all susceptible to these liefhargens, I rather think they would’ve afflicted me when I believed myself the sole survivor of the destruction of my land and my people, don’t you?”
Rak did not look convinced; while he clearly remembered the hollow and vengeful warrior of a year ago slaughtering brigands and Ramoths, Gawain clearly did not, and the Lord of Tarn was not about to offend his friend again by mentioning it. Instead, Rak tried another tack.
“I think, my brother, you underestimate the distress your lady feels at your leaving. She hides it well, but she is distraught.”
Gawain drew in a breath and let it out slowly. “Then perhaps it would be wisest not to mention that were we in Raheen, I would be perfectly within my rights to take a second lady in these circumstances, and no-one there would bat an eyelid. I am not an elf, Rak, nor am I a dwarf of Threlland. Elayeen’s customs and ways are not mine, and nor are yours. And I am certainly not bound by whatever notions a whitebeard may have concerning ‘proper’ kingly behaviour.”
“No, indeed…”
“And neither her mood nor mine is likely to be improved by our gazing hopelessly at each other across the yawning divide of a table. If it’s comfort she wants, she’ll have to find it in whatever duty she feels obliged to fulfil. At least she has that. It’s more than I have.”
Rak was about to answer when a polite tapping on the door drew their attention.
“Come,” Gawain announced.
The door creaked ajar, and Derrik the landlord’s chubby face peered around it, eyebrows raised.
“Beggin’ your pardon, milords, a message has come from Crownmount.”
“Come in, Derrik, don’t hide behind the door.”
“Aye, milord,” the portly innkeeper pushed the door wide, wiped his hands on the front of his apron, and drew a sealed brown enveloped from within it. “It’s for you, milord, came by way of a fast rider. Don’t think it wants a reply, chap rode off again with messages for Major Sarek, or so he said.”
Gawain took the envelope from Derrik’s pudgy hand and thanked him, waiting until the landlord had left and closed the door behind him before studying the writing on the front of the missive. It was written in a neat and precise hand: To: HRM Raheen, Tarn.
Gawain flicked a questioning glance at Rak before turning the envelope over and breaking the plain wax seal. The letter inside bore the same neat handwriting, and its content was intriguing to say the least:
 
My Lord,
It is my sincerest hope that this humble note finds you and your lady in good health, and that you are enjoying the well-earned rest so richly deserved after such tribulations as you have both endured. Alas, I fear I had little time to express my thanks to you before I departed with his Majesty, King Eryk, for Crownmount, and to my new appointment as Master Librarian for The Kindred here in Threlland.
My lord, I must set aside my excitement at the wondrous spectacle which awaited me here in the depths below Crownmount; the library here is vast, and so deep that many ancient texts remain in a condition of almost perfect preservation. The air here in the deep vaults is naturally dry and remains at an unwavering temperature which, though chilly, is thoroughly conducive to the storing of books, scrolls, records and sundry parchments!
I do hope you will understand the nature of my excitement when you come, and I beg you to do so as quickly as your convenience will allow, and with Master Allazar too. Alas, I cannot bring these documents to you, they would crumble to dust should they ever leave the safe confines of these depths.
It was on a personal whim that I searched for, and by some great and kindly serendipity found, an answer to the question that is the City in the South. There was a survivor, my lord, and his account of events is intact! I hope to have finished translating this account by the time you arrive. It is most distressing, most distressing indeed, and I fear it will cause you as much concern as it does your loyal servant,
Arramin
 
Gawain read the note a second time, then folded it neatly, and slipped it into his tunic.
“It seems I won’t be staying here at the inn after all, Rak. I need to go to Crownmount, and I’ll be taking the wizard too.”
“When will you leave, my brother?”
“Now’s as good a time as any.”
“And your lady?”
“May continue to enjoy her rest here in Tarn undisturbed by any possibility of my coming into contact with her,” Gawain checked his pack, slipped it into place, and then flung his cloak around his shoulders before reaching for the sword.
“You won’t take her to Crownmount with you then, to see Eryk?”
“No, it’s not Eryk I’m going to Crownmount to see. Come, the sooner Allazar and I leave, the sooner we’re likely to return.”
Rak followed Gawain out of the room and down the stairs, and waited while Gawain spoke with Derrik for a few moments to reserve the room for his return and have Allazar’s horse readied for travel. Then it was out into the blustery chill of the day and the walk across the cobbles of Tarn Square back to the house.
“November fades,” Rak announced, drawing his cloak tighter. “It’ll be December by the time you reach Crownmount.”
“That depends on how well the wizard remembers the way. He’s been there before, I haven’t.”
“There are inns along the way, and with the lack of trade this year they’ll doubtless be glad of the custom. If you have no great need for haste, go carefully by the south-westerly route, some of the more southerly paths are tricky and not to be taken without great respect for their dangers.”
At the house, Rak announced that he would have the stables ready Gwyn for the journey, loud enough for lady Merrin and Elayeen to hear and to bring them to the kitchen doorway, and for Allazar to stick his head out of the study.
“Who’s going on a journey?” Allazar asked, wearing a worried expression.
“You are, wizard,” Gawain commanded, and there was no doubt that it was a command. “With me. Pack whatever you need, we’re leaving for Crownmount as soon as you’re ready.”
Allazar blinked. “Crownmount? We’re visiting Eryk so soon?”
“No, we’re visiting Arramin. Bring your books, he might be able to finish copying them while we’re there.”
“At once, Longsword…” the dazed wizard mumbled, and retreated into the study.
“You are leaving, Gawain.” Elayeen stated, and her expression was the same mixture of shock and disbelief he’d last seen in the kitchen two days before.
“Yes. I need some things from the room, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.” And with that, he turned to his left, and entered the room they’d shared together. His saddlebags were where he’d left them, and he laid them on the bed to check their contents while the door closed softly behind him.
“You don’t wish me to accompany you.” Elayeen announced, softly.
“No. Arramin specifically requested myself and Allazar, as soon as possible.”
“It is urgent, then?”
Gawain paused, still with his back to her. “In truth, I don’t know. He requested I meet with him at my earliest convenience. Now is convenient enough, don’t you think?”
“I don’t know what to think, G’wain. You left here in a rage, and I haven’t wished to disturb you…”
“I wasn’t in a rage,” Gawain sighed, and, with obvious reluctance, turned to face her. “If I’d been in a rage they’d still be picking pieces of the wizard from the thatch of the stable roof.”
Elayeen stood silently, and turned her gaze to the floor between them, her fingers nervous and hands clasped lightly before her. “Why must you always run away from me, Gawain?”
“I’m not running away from you, Elayeen. I’m answering a call which seems to me to be important.”
She shook her head slightly, and Gawain saw the firelight flickering in the sheen of her hair. “You do it often. It’s why you passed my care to others on the journey to Ferdan. It’s why you took the night’s watch with Captain Tyrane on the canal. At every turn, you flee from me as well as from others, whether it’s to walk alone or stand alone. You even use your duty to your horse as an excuse to be alone. Sometimes I think you’d rather just be alone. Sometimes I think you’d rather be roaming the lands seeking out the Ramoth than here with your friends. Or here with me.”
“And what would you have me do, Elayeen, here in this room with you? Are you seriously expecting me to spend the entire winter three feet away from you, gazing into your eyes and telling you how much I love you?”
“No of course not…”
“On the canal, I took the night’s watch so that I wouldn’t have to be reminded that you were gone. So that I could keep the memory of you shining bright and alive in my heart and in my mind’s eye, even though memories were all I had of you. A statue would’ve held more warmth for me than you did all the way from the Jarn Road to the night-camp in sight of Tarn. In all these weeks gone by, you were Eldengaze, and as welcoming of my presence then as you are now.
“Tell me, Elayeen, how could I possibly have done anything more for your care than I did? On the times when I tried, all I ever had from you was ‘touch me not’. And all I have from you now is the same, but in your own sweet voice, and not that of some long-dead bitchwizard from elder days. And now, now that we have the chance for some peace, still they call you from the depths of whatever crypt lies buried beneath the mulch and loam of millennia.”
Elayeen lifted her eyes, and anger flared in them, embers floating on a sea of sorrow, refusing to be quenched. “I have a duty.”
“So you’ve said,” Gawain said, his voice calm, and cool, and frightening for its apparent indifference. “And now I have one too, to go to Crownmount, there to judge the importance of whatever discovery the wizard Arramin has made deep within the bowels of this land. And yes, perhaps you’re right, perhaps I do regard this unexpected duty of mine as a welcome escape from Tarn, and yes, perhaps even as an escape from you. What more do you expect from me, Elayeen? Tell me, here and now, what do you expect from me?”
She blinked, and at once the embers of her ire were drowned, and her gaze fell once more. “I don’t know. I don’t know G’wain,” her voice quavered, and she suddenly seemed to him once more the blind and terrified girl from the inn at the foot of the Downland Pass. “All I know is that I love you, but that I cannot be throth to you again, not until my duty is done. That’s why I cannot let you touch me… don’t you understand? Not until it’s over, not until then… Our lives cannot be dependent upon each other as they were when we were throth.”
“Because the ghosts of eldenbeards have said so.”
“It was their circles which made it so. The circles changed you, G’wain when you drew the sword so long ago. But for them, we could never have been throth, you are humankind, I am elfkind. But for the circles, we could not have been bound as we were. But for the circles, you would have died when the poisoned bolt struck you long before you came to my care. It was all those days and nights, holding your hand, bathing you, caring for you while you struggled against the poison, which bound me to you. It was the circles that made us possible, G’wain.”
“And the circles that broke us, Elayeen.”
“Yes, though they did so for good reason. Don’t you see, G’wain? We are only the beginning of the story, and our part in it is not yet done. Don’t abandon me now. Please.”
Gawain sighed, and turned to secure the straps on his saddlebags before easing them over his shoulder. “I am not abandoning you, Elayeen. I never have. I just…” He paused and struggled for the words, waiting for her to look up at him. When she did, her eyes wide and damp, he sighed again.
“…I just can’t bear the pain of being this close to you and then being driven away by the three wretched words I know you’ll utter should I so much as attempt to brush your hair from your eyes. I won’t shame you, Elayeen; though the customs of Raheen permit me to take another in such circumstances. I’ll respect your customs for as long as I’m strong enough to do so. But I won’t speak for my eyes, E, they are as free as they ever were to wander where they will.”
Elayeen nodded, and wiped her eyes.
“I must leave. The wizard should be ready by now, and we’ve a long way to go.”
“Try not to be angry with Allazar, he… he loves us both, and holds so much hope for us.”
“Just because I haven’t killed him yet doesn’t give him the right to berate me as he did in sight and hearing of others. He needs to remember who and what I am.”
“We are all still grieving for those we lost, and for all we have endured.”
“True,” Gawain admitted. “You will need to step aside, E, I cannot pass by you to the door without touching you.”
“I love you, G’wain,” Elayeen whispered, her eyes welling as she moved away from the door. “Though, sometimes I do not like you.”
He nodded. “There’ve been times I haven’t liked myself, these past months. Perhaps some time apart will do us both good. I love you too, Elayeen. You are my queen.”
Elayeen let out a long and shuddering sigh as he opened the door. “Take care on the journey, G’wain, you won’t have my Sight to watch over you.”
“Thank you, I shall, though I doubt the Sight will be needed. Don’t let down your own guard though, not all traitors can be seen by Eldengaze, as poor Willam discovered.”
There was a brief pause, a moment’s silence while Gawain stood poised on the threshold, neither of them quite sure what to say next. Not since Gawain had taken Elayeen from Faranthroth and Elvendere had they been separated by so much time and distance as they would be now.
“I am ready, your Majesty,” Allazar announced from the hallway near the kitchen.
Gawain nodded, and then, with a final look and a nod for Elayeen, stepped into the hall, and down it, the wizard leading the way towards the back door.
Rak and Merrin were in the kitchen with Travak, to bid them farewell.
“Speed your journey, my brother,” Rak announced, “And your return. And remember, Allazar, don’t attempt the ‘Mountpath if there’s a chance of nightfall before you make the summit, it’s not worth the risk.”
“I’ll remember,” Allazar smiled weakly.
“Farewell then, and take good care of my lady,” Gawain said, adjusting his cloak and the longsword, and shifting the saddlebags from one hand to the other as he did so. “We’ll be back in a few weeks, weather permitting.”
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9. Crownmount
 
Gwyn seemed a trifle unimpressed at being led from a warm stall and out into the cold of a late November day, in spite of the warm and gaily coloured new blanket beneath her saddle. The journey would be made at a measured pace, not a hasty one, and horses and riders both would appreciate the comfort of such sturdy wrappings as they all wore. Allazar had remained silent from the moment Gawain had led Gwyn across Tarn Square to the inn, where the wizard’s own horse had been readied and was waiting patiently, if sullenly.
Not until they’d clopped along the cobbled road to the southerly outskirts of Tarn did either of the two travellers speak, and it was Gawain who broke the silence.
“Rak recommends the south-westerly route, do you know it?”
“Yes, my lord, I know it far better than the more southerly track that leads towards the Ruttmark.”
“That’s where that fellow Ognorm hails from,” Gawain announced, and he glanced at the wizard riding to his left. Allazar’s use of the formal ‘my lord’ had not escaped Gawain’s attention. “Is it far?”
“Not as the crow flies, perhaps. But there are high hills and peaks to negotiate, so the path is a long and winding one.”
“You’d think that with all their mining skills, the building of tunnels through such obstacles would be second nature to dwarves.”
“No, no, my lord, that would be greatly offensive to the people of Threlland. It’s one thing to dig down and burrow below ground, but to bore a hole clean through a hill or mountain would be to them like shooting a favourite aunt or uncle clean through with a grappinbow. There is no aspect of life in Threlland which demands such haste that a tunnel is needed to shorten a journey above ground.”
“I didn’t know that,” Gawain confessed. “There’s still a great deal I don’t know about the lowlands. I haven’t had much time for learning.”
Allazar nodded, and they began their descent along a road familiar to Gawain, a road which ultimately led to the Mornland river border crossing. They wouldn’t travel its full extent though, and would be bearing westward at a fork some hours ahead.
“The ways and customs of other lands weren’t really a subject for study in Raheen,” Gawain offered, feeling the strain and tension between them and trying to relieve it. “Just as I’m sure the ways and customs of Raheen weren’t given much thought by anyone here in the lowlands. Still aren’t, and aren’t likely to be, not now.”
“No,” Allazar sighed. “I am sorry, my lord. I am sorry for my thoughtlessness, and for my carelessness in raising my voice so publicly. In truth, we have travelled far together, and with my work, and all we have been through of late, I forgot…” The wizard trailed off, and sighed again.
“We are all bereaved, Allazar. Grief, and loss, and the horrors of battle affect us all in different ways. Perhaps Rak is right, and we’re all suffering from these liefhargens he was on about this morning. I still cannot believe how utterly wrong I was about the strength of Morloch’s forces. With that, and the loss of so many good men and women under my banner… I can barely bring myself to trust my own judgement now.”
“Your instincts have served all of us, and all the kindred, remarkably well, my lord. You should not doubt yourself.”
“Easier said than done. And my little speech was the closest to an apology you’re going to get from me, you bloody whitebeard, so stop calling me ‘my lord’. It makes you sound like a real wizard, and that’s really rather disturbing.”
“Ah. My apologies, your Majesty.”
“One lump or two?”
 
The journey to the inn at the foot of Crownmount took four days, with stopovers at hostelries along the way. The terrain was like nothing Gawain had experienced before, the road undulating and winding around high hills one day and sheer cliffs the next. Mountainous and hilly, Allazar had called it, a landscape formed at the world’s making. It looked to Gawain as though the land hereabouts had been mishandled like a vast sheet of parchment, screwed up into a ball and then hastily and poorly uncrumpled to leave peaks and hills and crevasses scattered about the place seemingly at random.
At this their last stopover in the shadow of Crownmount, Gawain felt distinctly uneasy, and though the strain and tension between himself and the wizard had faded with the passing of many miles, Allazar seemed not to notice the younger man’s discomfort. Or, if he did, perhaps he too recognised the similarity between the cluster of buildings at the foot of Crownmount, and those at the foot of the Downland Pass at Raheen, and had decided not to mention it.
The similarity was indeed striking, for there was only one road winding its spiral track up to the summit of the peak where the crowns of Threlland had dwelt for millennia, though the road which Rak had called the ‘Mountpath was considerably broader than the Downland Pass of Raheen.
“It’s not as high as I imagined from its name,” Gawain muttered while they dined quietly at the inn of The King’s Hammer. “For some reason, I’d imagined Crownmount would be the highest peak in all Threlland.”
“No,” Allazar agreed, stabbing a hunk of spiced mutton with his fork, “It’s actually smaller than those surrounding us, in order that the people in the towns and villages on the higher peaks could see the seat of kingly authority and know all was well. They say that in elder days, dwarves feared rousing slumbering dragons or giants with their digging, and that if any such creatures were disturbed, a beacon could be lit on Crownmount, and loyal subjects would come rushing to the king’s aid.”
Gawain frowned. “Wouldn’t the same be possible if Crownmount were the highest peak?”
“Yes, but apparently it was felt that dwarves could come to the king’s aid quicker if they were running downhill, and not up. Master Arramin will doubtless know more than I on the subject of Threlland’s history.”
Gawain’s eyes narrowed. “Are you making this up as you go along?”
Allazar sniffed haughtily. “Never would I dream of deceiving you thus, Longsword, and I am offended by the suggestion.”
“Really.”
“It’s well known that dwarves are simple folk, and such simple facts as being able to run downhill faster than uphill would not have escaped their consideration. That, and the fact that there is a natural basin of fresh water constantly replenished by rain and snow atop Crownmount, made this particular peak an ideal place for the construction of a castle town.”
“Hmm. How’s the goat?”
Allazar eyed the mutton on his plate and shrugged his shoulders. “Meh.”
“Pity nature didn’t provide a special breed of Threlland rock-burrowing rabbit to satisfy your unnatural craving for the things.”
“I am not entirely obsessed with rabbits, Longsword, and I enjoy a varied diet as much as the next fellow. As long as the next fellow isn’t you, that is. Our hosts along the way from Tarn are unlikely to grow fat from the living your occasional orders of toasted bread provided.”
Gawain shrugged. “I like frak, and as king, it’s my opinion that counts.”
There was a long pause, while Allazar resumed his assault on the contents of his plate.
“I’m concerned by Arramin’s use of the word ‘concerned’,” Gawain finally admitted. “Coming from him, it seems as worrisome as Brock’s use of the word ‘Urgent’ in the summer.”
“Mmff,” Allazar swallowed a bite, “It’s remarkable that an account from a survivor of that ancient catastrophe should have found its way into the vaults of Threlland at all, much less that one day, along would come Master Arramin seeking it out and then to find it.”
Gawain shrugged, and took another crunching bite of toast, washing it down with a draught of ale. “It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that the eldenbeards planned its discovery all along. Between them and those elfin seers of southern Elvendere I find myself wondering whether this meal wasn’t foreseen millennia ago.”
“I hardly think so, Longsword.”
“No, or they’d have made sure that rabbit was on the menu and the toast was more gold than dark brown. Perhaps Arramin is concerned because the papers he’s unearthed contain a letter addressed to me. Dear Gawain, sorry about all the trouble we’ve put you to, but you’re in for the most splendid feast on June 1st to make up for it, lots of love, Eldenbeards. PS, watch out for snakes on April 3rd and whatever you do, don’t wear a green tunic on the summer solstice this year, it’ll clash with the new shirt Elayeen will give you for your birthday.”
“You are still angry, then, with the makers of sword and circle.”
Gawain sighed. “Yes. Yes, Allazar, I am, and always shall be. They left the job unfinished when Morloch was bound beyond the Teeth. And instead of ending the miserable Dwarfspit when they had the chance, they simply shrugged their shoulders and decided to leave the problem to someone else to deal with in the future. We are the someone else.”
“Perhaps they could no more end Morloch then, than you can end him now. Don’t judge them too harshly, Longsword, none of us can know what obstacles they faced in their own time.”
“Yet they knew enough to create the circles, and the sword, and the immense power that lurked in the depths of Raheen since elder times. If Elayeen is to be believed, they even knew enough to go to such elaborate lengths as tunnelling beneath the farak gorin to prevent his army advancing, and still that wasn’t enough, even with the help of that Sisterhood of Issilene.
“For all their planning and foresight, for all the miserable changes they’ve wrought in the three of us who stood together in their vakin circles, hundreds of good men and women died at Far-gor. Hundreds, Allazar. And how many more have been killed in Goria, thanks to those eldenbeards? They foresaw all this, and instead of preventing this future when they had the chance, they merely shrugged their shoulders, buried a few mystic weapons and said ‘oh well, good luck to the people of the future, they’ll be able to sort it all out when the time comes.’ I’m not just angry with them, Allazar. I despise them. Whatever it is that worried Arramin so much that he asked us to come here, you can bet it won’t be anything good, and it’ll more than likely reek of those eldenbeards and their legacy.”
 
The following morning, Allazar recommended that they wait until well after daybreak before taking the ‘Mountpath to the summit. It was a miserable day, teeming with rain and blustery, the sky heavy and laden, and since The King’s Hammer nestled at the foot of the western slopes of Crownmount, daylight seemed a long time coming after sunrise.
“How long to reach the summit?” Gawain asked, checking saddle and packs on both their horses in the shelter of the inn’s stables.
“We should crest the path and pass through the gates around noon, perhaps just afterwards.”
“Then we’ve not done too badly for time. Rak said it’d be December before we got here, and it’s still only the twenty-ninth, unless I’ve lost a day or two somewhere.”
“The wind was kinder on our way here than it’ll be on our way back,” Allazar asserted, eyeing the dark and unbroken clouds ruefully. “Well, I doubt it’ll get much brighter than this.”
“Is the path a tricky one, then?”
“It’s broad enough, Longsword, but in places is steep and the rock slippery. Salt is a valuable commodity hereabouts in winter, as you can well imagine.”
Gawain could. If the bare rock of the path was considered treacherous enough in a simple downpour, then covered in ice and snow it might well be impassable without rock-salt to clear the way.
There were no other travellers making their way up the ‘Mountpath, but a few hardy souls were making their way down through the squally weather; a couple of messengers, and several local merchants each leading a train of sad-looking but unladen donkeys. Though the path was broad enough for perhaps four to ride abreast, the rock was indeed steep in places, and slippery; carts would not be a sensible means of transporting goods to and from the summit.
There was no view to speak of, no Sea of Hope to the south glistening like a blanket of diamonds in the sunshine as there was at Raheen. No sunshine, no ocean, and only the dull browns and greys below scarcely visible through the rain, should any traveller be bold enough to stand on the brink and look down in such weather.
By they time they were halfway up they were in the lee on the southern side of the mount, and though the rain was incessant and the drops large and cold, at least they were spared the noise and the chill of the swirling, northerly gusts. It was still raining too hard for any kind of view, and both horse and rider found the going rather depressing.
“You’d think they’d at least cut some resting-places into the rock wall,” Gawain grumbled aloud over the hiss of the rain and the gurgling of streams of run-off spilling down the path. “Or would that be like shooting a favourite aunt, too?”
Allazar smiled in spite of the misery of the journey and their surrounds. “Remember, Longsword,” he called back, “They are a tenacious people that dwell here in Threlland, and for them to pause along the way on such a brief ascent would be considered the height of indolence unless age or infirmity demanded it.”
“I don’t think they ever become aged or infirm, Allazar. Not after what I saw their pensioners achieve at Far-gor,” Gawain mumbled.
“Nearly there now,” Allazar called as they rounded the curve and the wind began whipping at their cloaks again.
Gawain smiled grimly, lowering his head and pulling the hood further down over his eyes. After a minute’s pause he called out “Are we there yet?” and grinned when he saw the wizard grimace and mumble to himself.
 
It was shortly after noon when they reached the summit, and if Gawain had been expecting to see a vast plateau stretching away before him, flat and verdant as Raheen had been, he was sadly disappointed. There was a low wall, symbolic more than functional, with broad and wide open gates through which they rode at the walk, receiving a wave of acknowledgement from two bored-looking guardsmen sheltering in a stone-built guardhouse off to one side.
Beyond that, a well-trodden track bordered by rocky, vacant ground strewn with tough grasses and shrubs, and in the distance, the Castletown of Threlland itself. The lacklustre Jurian town of Ferdan was probably bigger. Eryk’s Hall was broad and squat, and from the point of view of the gates at the top of the ‘Mountpath, occupied the exact centre of a cluster of buildings, all of stone. The closer they got, the more buildings they noted spreading away behind the Hall, though the freshwater lake or basin Allazar had alluded to on the journey was beyond their sight.
Once the horses had been settled in the royal stables, Gawain and Allazar were escorted by a pair of polite and obviously over-awed guardsmen into the Great Hall itself, where conversation buzzed; rows of tables were occupied by nobles and dwarves of rank, and a large fire blazed from a pit at the very centre of it all.
Beyond the fire, which warmed the entire hall, a raised platform housed an empty throne, and beyond it, a large table at which Eryk himself now stood, beaming at his guests.
“Welcome!” he boomed, “Welcome Raheen, to the Hall of the Fathers of Threlland!”
“Thank you, Eryk, for your welcome and the hospitality of Threlland. Though I could have done without its rain.” Gawain stepped up onto the platform, Allazar close behind, to stand dripping on the marble floor.
“Get yer cloaks off,” Eryk announced, “And come sit and have lunch. You know most here by sight if not by name. It’s cold down there in the library and you’ll need to be warm, fed and dry before you make the descent, or you’ll catch your death.”
Pages took the dripping cloaks and whisked them away to dry near the immense conflagration, while Gawain and Allazar took the offered places at Eryk’s table.
“You know why we’ve come, then,” Gawain stated, pouring a steaming goblet of hot spice wine and passing the jug to Allazar on his left.
“Aye, the wizard Arramin said he’d found something you should see. Relates to your journey far to the south, and so I haven’t pressed for any details. I’ve assumed if it was anything likely to threaten my land or my people, he’d have told me, so I’ve kept my nose out. Besides,” Eryk slid a platter of cold meats towards Gawain’s empty plate, “It’s a long way down to the vaults, and even longer coming back up. No point troubling anyone when it’s not necessary. Perhaps, once you’ve discovered what it is he’s excited about, you’ll stay a few days here in the hall before returning to my niece’s house in Tarn?”
Gawain smiled, and slid the platter to Allazar, who helped himself and poured steaming hot gravy over the beef and lamb he’d loaded onto his plate.
“I wouldn’t dream of refusing your hospitality. As long as this time you allow me to be a little more restrained where the dark ale is concerned.”
“Heh,” Eryk chuckled, “Had enough of being ‘tired and emotional’, eh? I don’t blame you. As you can see yonder on the floor beyond the hearth, it’s business as usual now that the celebrations are over. Winter stores to check, supplies to be dispensed where needed, the state of Threlland to be considered now that the battle is over. Books to be balanced, that kind of thing.”
Gawain nodded, remembering the long hours of councils and committees his father and brother had been obliged to attend when winter fell at home.
They ate quietly, all except Gawain of course, who’d been content with frak as usual on the ascent up the ‘Mountpath. Finally, the meal over, Eryk pushed his plate away from him and took a draught of wine before announcing sadly:
“You heard about Willam.”
“Yes. Rider Cherris passed through Tarn. Is she still here?”
Eryk shook his head. “No, you missed her by a day. She remained long enough for me to write a reply to Hellin of Juria, and left next morning.”
“Willam was a good man. I liked him.”
“I did too,” Eryk sighed. “At least he knew his people were safe from Morloch’s hordes before he died. We can take some comfort from that.”
Gawain nodded, and then glanced around the hall. “There are no wizards in Threlland now? Where’s Dakar?”
Eryk grunted, and took a draught of wine. “He’ll be about his business I expect. Dakar is the only wizard allowed to set foot in the Hall, with the exception of Arramin and of course Allazar. The closest any of the others are permitted to the Hall is the Chambers of Council out the back, you may have glimpsed it from the stables. It’s a precaution imposed since news of Juria arrived, and a sensible one at that. Dakar could’ve struck me down at any time in the past year, and didn’t, so he serves as my First Wizard and has dispensation to enter here.”
“These are troubled times indeed,” Allazar sighed, using a hunk of bread to mop up the last of his gravy. “It is sad to think that our civilisation is become so fragile it takes nothing more than rumours to make enemies of once trusted friends, and a single act of treachery to condemn wisdom to outbuildings far from the welcome-hearth.”
“Would that it were just a single act of treachery,” Gawain asserted, “There’ve been two within Threlland’s borders alone that you and I both witnessed, and countless more in Juria too, and we all witnessed events at Ferdan in the summer. That’s without adding Willam’s assassin to the list.”
“True,” Allazar conceded with a sigh.
“And that’s just the treachery of the D’ith, there’s now elfwizards and their treachery to add to the mounting evidence to justify Eryk’s precautions. Speaking entirely for myself and for what was my land, I’ve always found it sad that the lowlands have believed for so long that civilisation required such dependence on wizards and their party-tricks. Though my views are, I suppose, well known to you both.”
“I believe you may have mentioned them,” Eryk smiled. “But come, if you’re both refreshed after your journey, I’ll show you the steps down to the library. Otherwise it’ll be nightfall before you know it and we’ll all end up ‘tired and emotional.’ Your horses will be well tended, and there are rooms below which are well-enough appointed for your comfort. If you wish, we can continue the discourse on the value of wizards in a few days, when you return.”
“A few days!” Gawain gasped, accepting his warm and thoroughly dry cloak from a page.
Eryk blinked, nonplussed. “It’s a long way down to the vaults, y’know. And an even longer way back up again.”
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10. Vaults
 
A heavy iron door at the rear of the hall gave way to a brightly-lit corridor, and Eryk strode purposefully down it to the large library at its end. Shelves lined the walls and stood in mute ranks, and books lined the shelves, like silent sentries whose covers guarded information on any number of the subjects they contained. Here and there, studious-looking fellows worked quietly at highly polished desks, studying, making notes, or making entries in journals, and Eryk ignored them all.
The King of Threlland led his two guests to the far end of the library, and to a large iron-braced oak door. With a nod for an elderly dwarf, perhaps the head librarian, Eryk grasped an iron ring, turned it, and heaved the door open to reveal a gloomy, vaulted tunnel, sloping gently downwards.
“And there you have it,” Eryk sighed, stepping aside and waving a hand towards the stairs. “You’ll find Arramin in the depths of the vaults. Just keep going down, until you reach the bottom.”
Gawain blinked, and glanced down the tunnel. Glowstone lamps in sconces either side of the steps lit the way, the light fading with distance in the gloomy depths.
Eryk grinned. “You’ll find resting areas along the way if you need them. And you’ll definitely need them on the way back up. And it’s not straight down, either; there are many turns, always to the left, every hundred steps or so. Someone probably counted them, but I never did.”
“Thank you…”
“Bah. Off you go to your work, and I to mine. I’ll see you in a few days, we’ll get tired and emotional together at least once before you head back to Tarn.”
And so into the tunnel and down the steps they went, Allazar leading the way by a step or two, though two could easily walk side by side. Behind them, the door creaked shut with a booming sound Gawain thought had a ring of ominous finality to it. It was suddenly cool in the tunnel, the bare rock walls holding no heat. Ropes, strung through stout metal rings bolted to the walls, served as banisters, and when the boom of the door closing had finished echoing in the tunnel, both Gawain and the wizard immediately made use of them.
“How far down is it likely to go, do you think?” Gawain whispered, the depths seeming to demand a solemn silence.
“Knowing dwarves, to the base of the mount, and beyond,” Allazar whispered back.
“Are you serious? We rode all the way up the ‘Mountpath only to walk all the way back down again inside the mount?”
“Alas.”
“No wonder they invented frak, the lunatics. Ordinary food would go off before it made it to the bottom. Why, by the Teeth, didn’t they simply make the entrance below, in the village at the foot of the mount?”
“I suspect there is more in the vaults down here than old books, Longsword. To put the entrance at ground level at the foot of Crownmount would be far less secure than having it up here.”
“They’re still bloody lunatics,” Gawain mumbled, as they reached the first turn.
There was a small landing, with bench seats either side and a door directly ahead of them, and for the first time Gawain noticed a metal pipe running behind the rope banisters on each side of the tunnel walls. He noticed it because a spur from the pipes led to small stone basins carved in the rock walls.
“Drinking fountains,” Allazar explained, and paused to turn a faucet above the basin. At once, a jet of water spurted up from a hole in the stone. “The water must be piped from the lake. I rather suspect it’ll be needed on our return journey.”
“I rather suspect half a dozen brawny fellows will be needed to carry me on our return journey, Allazar. Can you imagine poor Arramin hiking all the way up these steps?”
“No, now that you mention it, I can’t…”
“Lunatics. They can invent a mechanical wonder like the grappinbow, but can’t come up with an easier means than countless flights of steps for getting into the bowels of their mountains. What do you think is behind that door?”
“Ablutions, perhaps? Facilities for resting, or a store room?”
“Would it be considered rude to look?”
Allazar looked thoughtful for a moment. “It might be.”
“You could always give it a knock with your stick, see if anybody answers.”
“And if anybody does?”
Gawain blinked. And then shrugged. And they both eyed the door. Then curiosity got the better of them, and Allazar rapped on the door with his staff. The sound echoed down the tunnel, but there was no answer. Gawain reached out and twisted the iron ring that was the door handle, and pushed, but nothing happened. He pulled, and still nothing happened.
“Locked?” Allazar whispered.
“Seems to be.”
“Ah well. Probably just the riches accumulated after countless centuries of mining.”
“Or the bodies of all those that didn’t quite make it back up to the top. Let’s go.”
And go they did. At each landing before a turn to the left, another locked door piqued their curiosity, but Allazar decided their interest was probably because there was nothing else of note to relieve the boredom of their seemingly ceaseless descent.
Down and down they walked, their footsteps settling into the rhythm created by ancient dwarf stone-cutters long ages ago. At the fifth landing of their descent, the door in the wall locked against them as the four preceding others had been, Gawain paused, and eyed the steps.
“Is it me, or are the steps above us much more worn than those below us?”
“I believe you are right, Longsword. It would seem that the lower levels are far less popular than those we have passed.”
“Can’t think why,” Gawain muttered, continuing down another tedious flight. “I wonder what they did with all the rock.”
“Rock?”
“Spoil, from digging this lot out. It would’ve made so much more sense starting from the bottom and working their way up. Then all the spoil would simply go down, and out. Digging down from the top, they’d have to carry all the spoil up and out, somehow.”
“A question best suited for Martan of Tellek rather than for me, I fear. I am content to marvel at the feats of dwarven creation made possible by sheer tenacity and more than a little brute strength. I suspect that what awaits us at the bottom of this staircase will far outstrip the marvel of this simple tunnel and its steps.”
Down then, level after level, pausing only occasionally to drink from the water fountains, catch their breath, and to rest screaming calves. Finally, after what seemed an age, they turned left, and stood stock still, stunned into silence.
Vaulted ceilings seemed held aloft by immense pillars of stone, the ceilings themselves studded with orbs fashioned from glowstones which gave off a dull yellow light. The vast gallery with its vaulted colonnades was cavernous, larger by far than Threlland’s great hall. And it was entirely empty.
“Are those doors, over there?” Gawain whispered, squinting, and pointed to a row of shadows along the wall at the far side of the gallery. “Or alcoves?”
“I don’t know,” Allazar whispered, blinking and looking to the left and to the right, “This light is dim and diffuse, like moonlit snow. I think there are portals in all the walls.”
“Where’s Arramin? Give the stick a rap on the floor, it might attract someone’s attention.”
“As you wish.”
And with that, Allazar lifted the Dymendin four inches above the smooth and level rock floor, and brought it down sharply. The sound of the heavy staff rapping against the stone echoed crisply around the gallery, back and forth, confusing their senses, and in the midst of the echoes came the creak of hinges, though from which direction they couldn’t tell.
“My lords! My lords! Oh my lords!” a familiar voice called, and it was Allazar who first spotted Arramin emerging from a far distant corner and waving delightedly as he hurried towards them.
In spite of the chill and the eeriness of their surrounds, they couldn’t help smiling as they closed the gap between themselves and the elderly wizard. Arramin wore the traditional robes expected of the D’ith, but draped about his shoulders was a brightly chequered heavy woollen blanket, all yellows and oranges and greens. A thick green woollen hat sat snugly on his head, a bright yellow bobble sewn on the top, and he wore green woollen gloves, their fingertips cut off so that his bony fingers poked through, the better to turn pages perhaps or to guide the nib of a pen. Brightest of all though, was the smile he wore, as he approached, arms outstretched.
“Oh my dear lords! You have come! Huzzah indeed!” And without a moment’s hesitation, the elderly wizard embraced Allazar as though he were a long lost son not seen for half a lifetime. “Oh Master Allazar, hello and welcome! Welcome!”
Beaming, Arramin managed to rein in his excitement, just, and disengaging from Allazar’s astonished but happy embrace, gave a low bow to Gawain.
“Bah,” Gawain smiled, genuinely warmed by the honest affection glistening from the elderly wizard’s eyes, and reached out his hands to clutch Arramin’s arm in a kingly, but comradely greeting. “I got your letter, Serre wizard, as you can see.”
“Oh my lord yes, word came down the chute of your arrival, I’ve been expecting you all afternoon!”
“Oh,” Gawain blinked. “And now that we’re here, I think I speak for both us when I say this ancient library of yours seems somewhat short of books.”
“Heh, dear me, no, this is just the atrium. Once, a long time ago, this place was used for all manner of things, including as a refuge from catastrophe above. No, no, my lords, the vaults are all around us. Come, come my lords, let me show you where I have been all the days and nights since my arrival here, and where I should most like to end my days. Come!”
And with that, Arramin beamed happily again, and turned, and began walking in quite spritely fashion across the gallery.
Closer to the corner of the far walls they could clearly see the rows of iron-braced portals barring the way to whatever lay in the vaults beyond them, and though there were boards bolted to the doors and writing on them probably indicating what lay within, the writing was in dwarvish, and alien to Gawain.
“Here we are, my lords, here we are, the vault, as you can see by the sign upon the door, containing the archives of Kings Ogrod, Moakes, Lodvorn, and Emrees Blackhammer, through to King Sedrun the Third! Behold…” Arramin turned the iron ring twice, and pushed the heavy door open.
Gawain eyed Allazar, who rolled his eyes. They hadn’t thought to rotate the rings in the doors on their journey down more than half a turn.
Within, a great vaulted tunnel stretched away into the gloom before them, its arched roof gleaming with glowstones. Row upon row of shelves jutted from the left wall, all lined with books, boxes, scrolls and neat stacks of loose parchment. The tunnel, Gawain judged, was at least a hundred yards long.
“Every official document ever created during the reigns of those aforementioned kings of Threlland is here! Can you imagine, my lords? The detail! All the details of life in their times! From births and deaths and marriages, to amounts of ore dug and metals smelted! The journals and ledgers of the exchequers, noting every copper spent and where it was spent! Letters! Treaties! Minutes of Council! Oh my lords!”
Even Gawain was astonished by the sheer volume of documents this one tunnel contained. They stepped into the vault, and Arramin gently closed the heavy door before slowly leading the way again.
“The wondrous scholars of old who laid out these vaults so long ago did so to a system which is remarkable, my lords, and one which I would all libraries had followed. Here, closest to the door, is the freshest of the archives contained here. Here, on these shelves, are all the court documents of Threlland from the reign of Ogrod, who died some nine hundred years ago. It is to the furthest shelves, towards the end of Emrees Blackhammer’s reign, that we must go. But don’t be alarmed, my lords, it’s not too far, and at the end of the tunnel is a comfortable room with many facilities. You’re doubtless in need of a good hot drink. It is a long walk down.”
“And an even longer walk back up, Master Arramin,” Allazar said softly.
“Indeed, Master Allazar, indeed, though I am in no hurry to make the ascent, as doubtless you can imagine. For me, my lords, these vaults contain treasure beyond reckoning. The documents from the time of Sedrun the Third are over fifteen hundred years old, and still legible, such is the nature of the air down here! It is here I found, to my astonishment and great concern, the account I wrote of to you, my lord.”
“I’m surprised there’s any air down here at all,” Gawain grumbled, “Do you know where we are, with respect to the world outside?”
“Ah,” Arramin smiled, lifting a finger and pointing straight up, “By my calculations we are in fact directly beneath the Great Hall, and some two hundred feet below the level of the ground at that splendid hostelry The King’s Hammer.
“The air, my lords, is refreshed by shafts and tunnels cut by the original miners who excavated here. And all about us is the reason for the preserving effect of these tunnels; the walls are thick with rock salt. Met Corax is of the opinion that Crownmount is the remains of an old volcano, which once bubbled up through the salty bed of an ocean floor, but whatever the origins, the presence of salt has a drying effect on the air on its journey here.”
“Corax is here too?”
“In Threlland, yes, but not here in the vaults, my lord. He was bound for this land before the Hallencloister was sealed, in order to study, he said, the origin of rocks and minerals, and what better place for such study than in the deep mines of Threlland? King Eryk kindly allowed me to vouch for Met Corax, and his service to the Kindred at the Battle of Far-gor is well-known. I believe he will have left Crownmount by now though, to commence his studies. If you don’t mind my asking, what day is it? I have lost all track of time down here.”
“It’s the 29th of November, Arramin. Or was when we left Eryk’s table to begin the descent.”
“Oh well, I daresay the precise day and hour is immaterial anyway. Ah, here, here we are. The archives of Emrees Blackhammer. A much more colourful character than his name suggests, my lords, but not a diplomatic one by any means. His reign spanned the period during which that City in the South was destroyed, and it was here,” Arramin led them between two shelves, “Here on this shelf, where I discovered this box, and on the label, as you can see, the answer to the question that has plagued historians for a thousand years.”
Arramin gently took the box from the shelf, and handed it to Allazar. On the lid, in broad strokes, Allazar read aloud the label: “Culthirken ed skartenhud Kalhanyet, aknuten ob Theo og Smelkmunt, Mestermethaler. EB 31.”
“Concerning the destruction of Calhaneth,” Arramin translated for Gawain, “An account by Theo of Smeltmount, Forgemaster, in the thirty-first year of Emrees Blackhammer.”
Gawain shuddered as a memory came flooding back. Theo! Theo! This way! Run! In Stanas’ name run for your life!
“I have made a translation, my lords, and replaced the original here in its box, as you can see.”
Allazar hesitantly lifted the lid, and showed the neat stack of leaves to Gawain. The handwriting was clear, the ink fading slowly from black to green on the fragile parchment. That such a document still existed was astonishing, that it could still be read, and understood, even more so.
Allazar softly closed the lid, his expression filled with awe and sorrow, and gently handed it back to Arramin, who replaced it almost reverently on the shelf.
“Come, my lords, let me take you the rooms. Some mulled wine and some supper, and I shall to relate to you the account of the destruction of that once great city, and shine a light into the shadows of a dim and distant history, and its horrors.”
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11. Theo of Smeltmount
 
The chamber off to the side of the far end of the vault’s tunnel was spacious, and surprisingly comfortable. Half a dozen alcoves, three on each side, were carved into the chamber’s rock walls, containing niches for lamps and personal belongings, and beds of stone hewn from the rock on which long sacks of soft hides served as crude but functional mattresses. Simple curtains served to provide a degree of privacy in these somewhat monastic cells.
“Hmm,” Gawain smiled, and glanced towards Allazar, “Someone should feel quite at home here.”
Allazar sniffed by way of reply.
“There are ablutions through that narrow passage there, my lords, through the curtain and turn to the right. They are crude, but functional. Now, hot wine?”
“Thank you, it’s chillier than I thought I might be down here.” Gawain drew his cloak tighter, and put his sword and backpack into one of the vacant bed-chambers before returning to sit at the ancient table in the middle of the main room.
Stacks of papers, notes, and a few books littered one end of the table, Arramin’s work area, and Gawain could imagine the joy the old wizard must have felt on discovering this trove. The seats were comfortable enough, there was fresh water in the pipes from above, and a brazier for warmth and for heating a kettle, or, as Arramin was doing now, heating a pitcher of wine.
“You mentioned a chute, earlier, Master Arramin?” Allazar asked, placing his shoulder-bag on the table and sitting opposite Gawain, the Dymendin propped against the wall behind him.
“Oh! Oh yes, a clever thing. It is set in what I calculate is the south wall of the atrium. It’s really little more than a shaft that runs to the surface, but by some manner of winch mechanism above, it’s possible for supplies and correspondence to be sent down or to go up. How it was bored through the rock in days of yore is quite beyond my imagination. Now, here my lords, be careful, the wine is quite hot. I have prepared a platter of cold cuts and bread, I hope it will do for now?”
“It will do very nicely, thank you Master Arramin, though I expect someone will prefer the frak he carried all the way down here.”
Arramin smiled happily, served the hot spice wine, and took his place at the table.
“Now,” he sighed, and placed his hands on the piles of papers before him. “Where to begin? I have made a translation of the entire document and this time, my lords, I took great pains to remember to write it down in the common tongue, and not in the language of the Brethren as I so foolishly did with my notes in Ferdan, old fool that I am.”
Gawain smiled and waved away the wizard’s self-deprecation.
“But I think,” Arramin continued, “With your permission, I shall give you the bare bones, and then you may read the full document at your leisure, my lord?”
“Good idea.”
“Then, now that we are comfortable, I shall relate to you the events leading up to the destruction of Calhaneth. And I shall begin by acknowledging that I am indeed an old fool, and that, had I the eyes and the wit to understand what they beheld when we were there in that dread place, I should have tried to persuade you to remain there, at least long enough for us to destroy the object in that shattered dome.”
“Indeed?” Allazar gasped, his beaker of wine poised in front of his startled lips.
“Indeed, Master Allazar, indeed. But that being said, let me begin, from the beginning, lest I confuse you both.”
“Take your time, Arramin,” Gawain smiled, “I for one am in no hurry to drag myself up those endless flights of steps.”
“Well then... Theo of Smeltmount was a Forgemaster of no small repute here in Threlland during the reign of Emrees Blackhammer. He was a most diligent fellow, and, I am told, his name still commands respect for his abilities with that most difficult of materials drawn from the mines hereabouts: Morgmetal.”
“The stuff used for the crowns of grappinbows. A bugger to forge, so Karn and others have said. It was also what that surveyor’s spike was made of, Allazar sent you Martan’s drawing of it?”
“Yes, my lord, though I regret that my work on the symbols graven on that spike has been somewhat delayed as a result of my discovery of Theo’s account.”
“I understand. Elayeen has identified one mark, the triskele of Minyorn, girdled by three circles. Please, carry on with the account, we can discuss the Morgmetal spike later.”
“My lord,” Arramin acknowledged, and took a sip of hot wine before leaning back in his chair and eyeing his notes.
“It was in the ninth year of the reign of Emrees Blackhammer that Theo of Smeltmount received a visitor, and that visitor was an emissary, an elf, sent by Thal-Marrahan himself to request and commission the services of the Forgemaster whose reputed skills with Morgmetal had reached interested ears within the Thallanhall of Elvendere.
“In the beginning, and although Theo was flattered to hear that word of his skill had travelled as far as the heart of the great forest, he was quite busy enough with his work here at home, and politely declined the invitation. The emissary, though, was undeterred by this set-back, and enlisted the aid of King Emrees in the Hall of the Fathers of Threlland. Emrees was quite young at the time, but was never slow to spot an opportunity for profitable trade, especially if the profit were his own. He listened to the emissary, and summoned the Forgemaster to court.
“There, in a private chamber, King, Royal Emissary, and humble metalworker met behind closed and well-guarded doors. The emissary explained that the Forgemaster’s knowledge and skill with the hardest of all metals known was urgently needed, not for weapons of war or tools for surveying or the building of bridges, but for the very security of all the kindred races of Man.
“More than this the elf would not say, except of course for giving assurances on behalf of Thal-Marrahan that the need was real and in no wise an exaggeration. Emrees, perhaps pre-possessed of a little more information than the Forgemaster, asserted that with the security of all the kindred at stake, and wishing Threlland to play an important role in that security, he fully expected Theo to accept Thal-Marrahan’s commission, and to go with the emissary at once to Elvendere.”
Arramin paused, and took another sip of wine.
“This would have been long before the destruction of the city?”
“Twenty-two years before the end of that great wonder in the south, my lords. Work was already well under way on the great water road and the city at its end by that time, as I shall explain.”
Gawain nodded, and warmed his hands on the beaker of hot wine. The brazier was glowing in the corner of the chamber, but if it was actually giving out any heat, neither Gawain nor Allazar seemed to be feeling it.
“Theo describes his preparations and journey to Elvendere in only one brief paragraph, for in truth it was the events in the city in the south which were the focus of his account, and which, I believe, troubled him greatly to the end of his days. It was by a route with which we are all three of us familiar that he left his homeland and found himself in Ostinath, in the shadow of the marvel that is the Toorseneth.
“There, near the tower, in a large and airy building, he was introduced to elven engineers and smiths and metalworkers and wizards, and later, yes, even to Thal-Marrahan himself. He does not describe ever entering the Toorseneth itself, which at first I found remarkable, until the full horror of his account was revealed to me, and I mention this only to forestall any questions, for I am sure you will have many.”
Gawain nodded, and drew his cloak tighter about him, beginning to envy the elderly wizard’s blanket, gloves, and the hat with its bobble on the top. “One or two, and we have news of our own concerning this not-so-marvellous tower in Ostinath. But please, Arramin, continue, we’ll try not to interrupt.”
Arramin nodded, and his eyes grew distant while he stared through his papers.
“Master Arramin?” Allazar prompted, with a smile for Gawain.
“Eh? Oh dear me, yes. Ostinath… yes,” the old wizard sighed and shook his head, a fleeting look of wonder momentarily brightening his expression, until sadness, like a cloud passing before the sun, stole it away.
“The commission which had drawn Theo of Smeltmount from his home and friends was astonishing, and a challenge of such a technical nature that, for Theo, all consideration of its ultimate purpose was of secondary importance. The elves needed him to produce a sphere, some six inches in diameter, of Morgmetal alloyed with what Theo describes in his account as ‘Argen-vitt’, which is dwarvish for ‘silver-white’. I am not familiar with it, and I haven’t been able to find another reference to it yet. Theo describes it as an alarming metallic material which, if ground to a powder for adding to a melt, will more often than not burst into fire of its own volition!
“But, the sphere was not to be the end of his work. If he succeeded in producing this sphere of Morgmetal alloyed with Argen-vitt, it would then need to be ground precisely, so as to produce twelve equal facets upon its surface. Not only were his abilities as a Forgemaster to be challenged, but the additional challenge of creating this geometrical object piqued his curiosity and he learned, upon asking, what it was he was being commissioned to create.
“The answer, my lords, is the reason for my earlier self-disgust at not recognising the portents at the city in the south. Theo was told, by Thal-Marrahan himself, that the object was to be the single most valuable aid to the security of the kindred races: The Orb of Arristanas.”
There was a long pause, while Arramin gazed away into the distance, and Gawain flicked an inquisitive glance towards Allazar.
“I have never heard of such a thing, Master Arramin,” Allazar admitted.
“Hmm? Oh… Nor had I, until I read this astonishing account. The Orb of Arristanas was a product of Thal-Marrahan’s seemingly limitless genius. It was to be a mystic device, to be placed atop the tallest spire or tower of every city and town, there to radiate a new kind of Light of Aemon. But, unlike that pure light which all wizards are taught to summon in the earliest of days at the Hallencloister, this new light, the Light of Arristanas, was to be a powerful weapon against all things dark…
“Instead of the harmless cold light by which I have read many a tome, the Light of Arristanas would scarcely be visible to kindred eyes. Yet, just as Aemon’s Fire will destroy all things it touches, the Light of Arristanas would destroy only the creatures of darkness made by Morloch and his disciples, and any of those disciples themselves should they be illuminated by its beams. Imagine, my lords, imagine it if you will! A permanent sentry on guard over every village, town and city, always watchful, never sleeping, drawing its power from the greatest light of all, the sun! Never again would the kindred races of man need to fear Morloch’s return, nor even a second rising of the Goth-lords of old from the far west.” Arramin sighed, and shook his head sadly before adding quietly: “With the Orb of Arristanas protecting every community, its light would forever banish the dark forces of Morloch to the shadows. For as long as the sun continues to rise.”
Allazar sighed, realisation dawning. “The statues atop the entablature of the colonnades surrounding the tower of Calhaneth...”
“Yes, Master Allazar. Far from being sculpted metaphors for reason and learning, they were quite, quite literal.”
Gawain closed his eyes, remembering the pristine white statues, Arristanas, the sun in one hand, beckoning with the other. “Theo failed, then, and it was this Orb which destroyed the city, and those who dwelt there?”
“Oh my lord, no, Theo succeeded in his task, though it took more than twenty years for him so to do. The destruction of Calhaneth was not Theo’s work, though I suspect he blamed himself to a certain degree, ‘til the end of his days.”
“Then what? What happened?”
“Theo learned that the elves had made other attempts at creating the Orb, working alone. The first was in a province named Medthorn…”
“Medthorn!” Allazar exclaimed. “That was one of the provinces attacked by Morloch’s forces, which led to Kings’ Council being evicted from Shiyanath. I recall the Sutengard describing part of that province as a high hill, cleared of woodland for the raising of sheep.”
“Alas, Master Allazar, cleared of woodland by a great conflagration when the first Orb of Arristanas was activated, and was destroyed. Theo relates what he was told, briefly. At Medthorn, atop the hill that is part of that province, was a watchtower of hardwood. The land to the west of the forest there is open and though hilly, easily approachable by Gorian forces, oh yes… hence the watchtower. It was there they decided to test the Orb, in the tower overlooking the western approaches.
“Not knowing quite what to expect, the elves cleared what few people lived in the area, set the Orb in its casket, at night, the lid open, atop the tower. When the sun rose high enough next morning that its rays fell directly on the Orb, there came from the tower the brightest incandescence, and at once the tower and trees nearby burst into flame. The wind was from the east, which spared much of the province, and Theo was told that the Orb, or rather its brilliant incandescence, was seen rolling down the slope of the hill, setting fire instantly to the trees it passed on its way down.
“In the aftermath of the conflagration, nothing of the Orb was found, except a deep but narrow hole, which some said had been burned by the passage of the Orb deep underground. No tree will grow there now, but the wild grasses from the Gorian hills found a place to thrive, and thus began, more than a thousand years ago, the elven practice of raising sheep there.”
“Does the Forgemaster describe the reasons for this catastrophe?”
“No, my lord, he does not. Indeed, he is very careful not to reveal any details by which others might attempt to recreate the Orb he constructed at Calhaneth.”
“Then he was wise,” Allazar acknowledged.
Arramin nodded his agreement. “Wiser than you presently know, Master Allazar. For the attempt at Medthorn was not the last, no indeed. After witnessing the aftermath of the disaster at Medthorn, Thal-Marrahan ordered the construction of the great water road to run from Ostinath south along the Spine, so that the next Orb the Viell and Thal-Marrahan’s artisans created could be tested far from any elven habitation. But at the time, and this was years before Theo of Smeltmount arrived, the canal was to extend only as far as the first Wheel we encountered, the second one they built counting from the north.”
“Then the city came much later?”
“Oh dear yes, my lord. After the second Orb suffered a catastrophe. The first length of the canal built, and the second and final Wheel constructed, a tower of blue-stone was built a mile or more from the pool where we discovered ellamas oil and pyre-brick. And along with the tower, the buildings needed to house the Viell and engineers responsible for the Orb,” Arramin sighed again, and shook his head at the memories and visions only he could see through the papers on the table.
“Master Arramin?”
“Oh, do forgive me… I was remembering. More signs and clues I did not understand. You’ll remember our reunion on the barge, after Terryn and I took the long way up at the Wheel?”
Gawain nodded. “Your first use of that Dove of Orris preceded it, and without that, we would have been blind at Far-gor. It’s a reunion none of us are likely to forget.”
“Reunited on the barge, I related to you events of my journey with Terryn, and I spoke of all the debris we saw, ruined buildings, the wreckage of ancient and unknown machinery poking up out of the ground…”
“I remember.”
Arramin sighed. “The debris and ruins are doubtless the remains of the equipment and buildings used by the Viell to construct the second Orb. I have been so blind, my lords, and I am so sorry! It is all so clear to me now...” Arramin sighed, and sniffed, and adjusted his colourful woollen hat, and then continued:
“They built the tower of blue-stone far from the Wheel lest another conflagration occur which might threaten the Wheel itself. Alas, though the Wheel and its attendant buildings and population were spared the ensuing catastrophe, the tower and a good part of the forest was not. The Orb’s casket was opened at the top of the tower in the dead of a moonlit night. When the sun rose next morning and shone brightly upon the Orb, it began to glow steadily. For an hour, its incandescence was a marvel to those observing from the uppermost pool at the southern Wheel.
“Then, near noon, there was an immense concussion which sent great ripples of water, like ocean waves, along the canal. The Orb was gone in a bright flash, the blue-stone tower likewise. When the observers had regained their feet and the ground had stopped shaking, the sight before them was utterly terrifying. An enormous sinkhole had opened up, which we all have seen with our own eyes, and trees, like matchwood, were flattened for half a mile all around from the centre of the blast.”
“Elve’s Blood,” Gawain gasped. “And the canal survived?”
“Its mechanism was affected but repaired, and there were reportedly landslides on the western side of the ridge. On the eastern slopes, the cracks and crevasses we saw for ourselves were the result, but the concussion is said by engineers who described it to Theo as being deflected up the slope of the ridge and over the top of the canal.”
Arramin drained his beaker, and refilled it.
“And still they continued with their experiments.” Allazar whispered.
“Yes,” Arramin agreed, “But Thal-Marrahan ordered that the canal be extended far to the south, and this time, a college was to be built, and scholars invited, and also wizards of all lands. But, though the prime reason for Calhaneth’s existence was the creation of the Orb of Arristanas, the college was to be expanded to become a centre of learning. Thal-Marrahan believed that with so much mystic and scholarly knowledge gathered in one place, the Orb of Arristanas could not be anything other than a success, and the lands thus protected by it, the kindred peoples of the world would be free to pursue the study of all arts.”
“A truly noble ambition,” Allazar sighed.
“And one which explains much,” Gawain leaned back in his chair, and refilled his beaker. “I wondered why the canal was built in the first place, the sheer effort needed to create such a feat was beyond comprehension. It made no sense to me when we were upon the canal. It does now. For the creation of a weapon of unending power to hold Morloch at bay for all time, that was why so many elves bent their backs and their minds to the construction.”
“And, of course, my lords, knowledge grows like a tree; though the first intentions in the pursuit of knowledge might be the trunk, from it spreads many branches. The quest for the Orb of Arristanas drove the development of the great canal, and its Wheels and mechanisms, progress in all arts and crafts from architecture to metallurgy and mechanics… all fields of elven endeavour were sewn with a rich crop from that original seed of thought: the making of the Orb.”
“And all now lost.” Allazar sighed, both he and Gawain beginning to understand the reason for Arramin’s sorrow.
The old wizard nodded, his expression profoundly sad. “There were other tests, too, in Theo’s time. He describes several, and hints at yet more conducted in the remote parts of the forest between Calhaneth and the northern Wheel. Places where even now the trees grow twisted, stunted, and grotesque, if they grow at all. I believe we may have noted them in the distance to the west of the great water road, but likely thought them a natural occurrence, or, seen from the distance, the areas of blight and dead trees mistaken for the colours of autumn arrived early…”
“And creatures? What of other life there?” Gawain asked, fearing the answer.
“Succumbed, my lord, as did the trees. In the regions of those later tests, nothing lived, not even in the soil. Only birds of the air, which made their lofty dwellings there again, long after the event.”
Gawain nodded, and stared at the table, remembering Calhaneth…
He drew his boot knife, stuck it gently in the humus at his feet and flipped over a lump. Nothing, just the dark black of decaying litter slowly becoming new soil. Rollaf and Terryn followed suit, digging small holes with their knives.
“Anything?” Gawain signalled.
“Nothing,” were the two gestures he received.
Not even insects or worms were burrowing here.
 
“Theo persevered,” Arramin announced softly, “And though his part, my lords, was the construction of the physical sphere, it was deemed dangerous enough of itself, given the inflammable nature of the Argen-vitt which formed a necessary part of the alloy. Thus, he and his works were situated well to the west of the city, in case of fire or catastrophe.
“Meanwhile, in the upper level of the roundtower, the college and library of natural magycks, wizards worked upon the mystic elements which would be needed to transform the completed dodecahedron into a functional Orb of Arristanas.
“For twenty years, the work progressed, and with it the city, and all other branches of endeavour. Though the Orb of Arristanas was kept a well-guarded secret, Calhaneth prospered, and the borders of Thal-Marrahan’s remarkable vision likewise expanded.
“Finally, after twenty years of labour, of assaying and testing and conducting trials, Theo of Smeltmount completed his work. He sent word to the college that the dodecahedron, in its casket, was ready to be transported from his workshops to the tower. Let me see… I should like to read this passage in Theo’s own words my lords…”
Arramin picked up a neat sheaf of papers, carefully thumbed through the leaves, and then began reading aloud:
 
After I sent word to the College, I and my artificers waited anxiously for word to come back that they were ready to receive the Orb. It gleamed a dull silver-grey in its casket, the casket brighter than the Orb itself by far, it being made of plain polished Morgmetal sheet bound to the thick lead lining within. I was excited, and nervous, and opened and closed the lid of the casket time and again, assuring myself that the mechanism would not fail. Open the lid, and the lead platform within rises to lift the Orb clear of the top of the casket. Close the lid, the platform and the Orb retreat once more into the depths. Open, close, open close, until Serre Quilfan, one of my grinders and polishers, remarked that I would wear out the mechanism before its first real use.
At length, as night fell, a party of four wizards of the Elven Viell arrived from the college; two of them, I noted, were of the order of Tau, or so I call them, and only recently arrived from Ostinath. They were to provide escort for the Orb, which it was my honour to accompany to the dome of the great college. The two Tau wizards were all attention, asking to see the casket opened, to observe the mechanism and of course to see the Orb itself.
They made me uneasy, and, it seemed to me, made the other Elven Viell uneasy too. The Tau wanted to hold the Orb, to feel its heft, they said, but I refused, saying that only with purest white silkcloth gloves may it be handled, since the specifications required each polished facet in its surface to be entirely unblemished in preparation for the graving of the mystic runes which would take place in the dome of the college. They did not seem pleased, and it seemed to me that they had little knowledge of the design of the Orb, or they would not have risked spoiling the work and adding days of meticulous buffing to remove their greasy finger marks from the gleaming surfaces that Serre Quilfan and his colleagues had laboured so long to produce.
Finally, with the casket sealed and on a litter carried proudly by four of my artificers, the Orb was escorted through the night, east along the path to the city, and then by the tortuous route required by Calhaneth’s oddly offset streets and roads, to the college. At the top of the tower, beneath the copper-clad dome, a pedestal had been raised in the centre of the circular floor ready to receive the casket, and on this, the orb was placed.
Here, all those in Calhaneth privy to the existence and purpose of the Orb were gathered to observe the transfer of the inert geometrical object from my care to theirs, for it would be for these wizards and artisans to engrave the symbols of power upon the facets, and by mystic means, activate the Orb. The casket thus transferred, the lid was opened, the Orb raised and inspected with great care, and I and my fellows congratulated for our work.
We left our work in their care, and returned to the workshops, where we all enjoyed a small dinner in celebration of the completion of our master work, so long in the making.
 
Arramin sighed, and put down the sheaf of papers, shaking his head sadly.
“The Tau?” Gawain asked, ominously.
“Ah,” Allazar replied. “Tau is another name for the symbol we saw recently, and which I, and Master Arramin, would know as the taw. It is the symbol of the Toorseneth.”
“Then it is the symbol of treachery, my lords, for Theo is in no doubt as to who was responsible for the city’s destruction. By your leave, I shall read the rest, in Theo’s own words…”
 
oOo



12. Being Theo’s Account…
 
I had been told, by the arch wizard overseeing all aspects of the Orb’s development, that the Elven Viell in the dome would require four days from delivery of the Orb to the completion of the engraving of its twelve facets. That being so, there was little to do in my forge and workshops beyond tidying and clearing up, and making ready for the next delivery of Morgmetal billet by barge from Ostinath.
We were to commence work on a second Orb as soon as the billet arrived, and in the meantime, there was the preparation of flux and Argen-vitt to be undertaken by my artificers, and also the crucibles cleared of all traces of previous melts; this was in order that the second Orb not be contaminated by our prior work. With these necessary but mundane tasks underway, there was, in truth, little for a Forgemaster to do, the artificers needing no close supervision for such essential but tedious undertakings.
Consequently, three days after delivering the Orb to the College, I elected to go to the docks at the end of the great water road north of the city, there personally to take delivery of the Morgmetal billet due to arrive on the morning barges. It was the morning of the summer solstice, the 22nd day of June, EB 30.
For company, and to assist with such supplies as I was expecting, I took with me an elf, Sherrod, an excellent fellow who has a superior talent in the grinding of powders to such a fine and uniform consistency that at home in Smeltmount he would be honoured as Fluxmaster. In Elvendere there was no such title, though he seemed pleased when I conferred it on him within the works.
It was a splendid day, the morning bright, the sky cloudless and as blue as any seen from the peaks of home in summertime. It was early when we set out from the works, and rather than trudge along the forest path and glimpse that glorious azure sky in pieces through the leaves high above us, I took the path due east to the outskirts of Calhaneth, and at the first broad road, turned to the north, heading for the dock. Already the city was showing signs of it being another day of bustle and endeavour, and many were the people going about their business.
For conversation, Sherrod and I passed the time with a discussion concerning refractories, pausing now and then to greet this fellow or that acquaintance, until at length we arrived at the path leading to the terminus of the mighty canal. The path was busy, as it always was, traffic upon it really only ceasing at night, and then only for the peace and convenience of those who dwelled in the northern arc of the city, resuming again at dawn. Many were the supplies needed by such a metropolis.
We kept to the left of the path through the trees, careful to avoid the ruts in the well-worn cobbles and mindful of keeping up with the flow of pedestrian traffic to the terminus. On our right, the inbound traffic, carts and hand-carts mostly, though there were occasional heavily-laden donkeys and asses in braying and obdurate caravans, all making their way to the city.
At length, we came to the broad expanse which, like a funnel, allows new arrivals to jostle politely into an orderly train for the journey into the city along the path, and permits departures to fan out the better to seek the barge they have come to board or to greet. There were large blackboards here and there on which clerks chalked the location of various inbound and outbound barges, a great convenience for traveller and merchant alike; the docks are a large rectangular expanse and without knowing at which berth was moored which barge, there would have been utter chaos.
It was at one such board, quite close to the city path, where Sherrod and I learned that the barge bearing our supplies had arrived early upon the chains, and was already taking on passengers and goods for the return journey to Ostinath. Since it was quite likely that our billet of Morgmetal and other essential minerals had already passed us on the path, we had just decided to return to the works empty-handed when an event occurred which at the time we thought remarkable simply for its uncommon lack of all courtesy. Now, safe at home and penning this account for my king and for posterity, I regard it as terrifying, and ripe with such portents and auguries as could never have been imagined on that fine summer’s day.
There came at first a rise in the hubbub from that part of the path where the aforementioned funnel began its broad expanse, and this quickly grew to such a volume we could clearly hear cries of protest, and shouts, exclamations and curses which became louder as they approached us.
Then I saw, heading towards me in what had been a polite but jostling throng, the cause of all the alarums and epithets. It was the two wizards of the Tau, who had escorted the Orb from my works to the College at the centre of the city, and they were ruthlessly shoving their way through the crowd towards the docks. Beside me, Sherrod gasped, and tried to draw me aside, but, the Viell of the Tau using their long staves to shove people out of their path, and quite brutally at times, found themselves on a collision course with my own person.
“Out of the way, fool! Make way there!” one of them cried, his features twisted with what seemed uncommon fear, and anger.
“What has happened?” I demanded, suddenly fearful for the object I had so recently passed into their care.
“Get out of the way!” cried the other, and I saw a sudden shimmering in the air around his staff, and was bowled over by some mystic force onto the hard and dusty ground.
Sherrod assisted me to my feet, and the pair of us, quite astonished, watched as the two wizards of the Tau forced their way to the nearest unladen barge, burst its anchoring chains asunder with mystic power, and using their staves in the manner of barge-poles began to propel it from the dockside and towards the distant lock gates. The gates had been opened to admit a new arrival, and the barge being already in the pool and making its way towards the northern quayside, the lock-keeper was commencing to crank the wheel to close the gates again.
“Hold the gates! Hold the gates!” called one of the wizards of the Tau, making his staff spark brightly in the air, and the stunned lock-keeper did as he was bid.
“Sherrod!” I exclaimed, “Who are those vile wizards to treat people so ungraciously?”
“They are of the Toorseneth, in Ostinath, and not to be trifled with, nor impeded.” He told me. We watched as the two wizards struggled to manoeuvre their barge to the lock, and then my fears for my creation took greater hold of me.
“Come, Sherrod! To the dome!” I called, and together, we rather rudely pressed ourselves through the throng to the path.
Sherrod, being an elf, moved nimbly, and took to the trees alongside the path, where we were able to move at a goodly pace unhindered by traffic on the road into the city. We covered the mile or thereabouts in good time, and soon found ourselves threading our way through the broad streets and avenues of the city. The plan of that great metropolis, with its offset thoroughfares designed to prevent the rapid passage of some imagined enemy, was a great hindrance to our progress, and we were not quite at the inner ring of lesser colleges and halls of learning girdling the chequered circular way they called the Wheel of Thought, when we heard a loud concussion.
“Theo!” Sherrod cried in alarm, and pointed upwards.
There, over the rooftops of the college of architecture, I saw great shards of gleaming copper falling like autumn leaves, and I knew terror. People began running away from the centre, which was the very the direction we were running to, and I began to hear a loud humming, and a crackling. It was hot, and being the longest day of the year, and nearly noon, shadows were at their shortest.
When Sherrod and I pushed through an alley and emerged through the crowd of panicking people at the edge of the Wheel of Thought, we froze, horrified. The top of the dome had been blown off, its remains like a shattered egg-shell atop the roundtower in the middle of the colonnades. The refectories were afire, smoke rising quickly, and in the midst of the loud humming came great flashes of lighting from the dome, whipping out and striking at those poor fellows attempting to flee the scene, destroying instantly whatever and whoever they touched.
Fires were spreading quickly, and I felt great heat on my face. Then I heard, above the screams and the panic and the growing roar of the flames, a familiar voice calling my name.
“Theo! Theo! This way! Run! In Stanas’ name run for your life!”
It was Baden, a very junior wizard of the Elven Viell, a friendly fellow of long acquaintance, sprinting across the Wheel of Thought, while all about him people were being struck and blasted asunder by the lightning from the tower.
“I must find my wife!” Sherrod screamed at me and turned, and the last I saw of him he was running to the south, calling her name, Leeyana.
I ran then, towards the north where Baden had survived the crossing of the great circular way. Others, still streaming out from the doors at the foot of the College roundtower, were not so lucky. I saw a horse-drawn carriage speed across the grand avenue, its wheels ablaze as it crashed into a statue and overturned. Another wagon, laden with books, dashed from the College, only to be struck by dazzling white fire from above, and though one fellow ran from the wreckage and survived, another was trapped beneath it, and did not.
Baden grabbed my arm and dragged me into what I think was the school for the study of herbs, but there was no time for any examination of the books and surrounds as I was dragged through the place, the wizard heaving a chair through the window in the north wall and shoving me through it. All around us in the street was chaos, people trying desperately to find loved ones, screaming out names, some fighting against the flow of the throng making their tortuous way along the insane design of those offset roads.
But not Baden. He was young, and energetic, and though low in the order of elven wizards (his duties were those of a clerk recording the progress of the Orb’s construction and activation), he was cool-headed and quick-thinking. He took us north, not by the back-and-forth thoroughfares clogged with desperate refugees fleeing the conflagration roaring ever closer at our heels, but through buildings. Through front door and out the back, or through windows, breaking and entering and smashing his way through the obstacles rather than going around them.
He did not speak, but rather ran, keeping a tight hold of my arm or my sleeve the whole time. A great wind began to blow, swirling, fanning the flames behind us, and above the screams and the shouts and the seemingly endless litany of names being called by the frantic in search of loved ones, a great humming, rising to a crescendo, and a bright light, searing, dazzling, casting the sharpest shadows I have ever seen.
Cut and bleeding from shards of window-glass smashed through by the wizard, we finally found ourselves beyond the northern rim of the city’s outskirts. The wind was howling now, and seemed as though it would draw the very breath out from our lungs as we strove for the trees near the path that led to the docks. All about us, groups of people fought their way against that fire-fuelled tornado, all seeking to make the shelter of the trees and the only safe route out of Calhaneth as the heat behind us grew ever more unbearable.
Halfway to the dock, and gasping for breath, the awful sounds of the city and its people being consumed behind us, Baden stopped, gasping for breath, and grasped my lapels.
“Sabotaged!” he cried, “Sabotaged by Toorsencreed! We must run! We must run!”
And run we did, though my memory of that last flight from the horror is now, thankfully, vague. Somehow, we made our way to the docks, scrabbled aboard a barge, and waited with the other passengers in dread while the lock was operated. Behind us, to the south, we saw, those of us who had the heart to turn, the malevolent incandescence of the ruined Orb of Arristanas, its malicious light piercing the foul blackness of a great and swirling tornado of smoke and embers rising to the heavens...
 
Ash from that conflagration fell upon us for more than a day as we journeyed north upon the chains, and all about us weeping as it did. Some lost their wits, screaming the names of lost loved ones and beating the ash from their hair and clothing, fearing that the grey and mottled snowflakes that fell upon us on a bright June day were the remains of those who had perished in the firestorm. Some even threw themselves into the canal, and thrashed about in the water to rid themselves of the ash, ignoring all our entreaties to come back aboard, and were left in the wake behind us, and we hoping that a following vessel might later save them.
On the barge, a day after the complete destruction of that city, for surely nothing could have survived, Baden took me to one side, his eyes haunted, and furtive, and, away from those others who had clambered aboard our vessel at the docks, he told me of events as he had witnessed them.
“I went to the College shortly after dawn,” he told me, “And took breakfast at the refectory as I have done these many years. Work on the Orb was nearing completion, the facets were graven in accordance with all procedures and only the uppermost face required the final rune for its activation. These final works were conducted in near-darkness, since with eleven facets completed, and the twelfth face all but a few strokes away from activation, any light might ignite the process of generation, and this could not be risked until the Orb was ready.
“During breakfast, the Ahk-Viell who were to complete the activation of the Orb were sitting nearby, talking quietly though with great animation amongst themselves. It so happened that we all finished our morning meal at about the same time, and so began the walk from the refectory to the College together, though I of course held back a little.
“We saw the two wizards of the Toorsencreed leave the college by the southern door, and then make haste around the base of the tower to the north, striding with great determination and purpose. ‘Hello, they’re in a hurry,’ Ahk-Viell Morat declared, but no-one paid much attention, for they are wise who do not draw the attention of the Toorseneth.
“Inside the College we made our way up to the dome, filled with excitement. I paused to collect my journal, and so was a good distance to the rear of the group when I heard them begin to exclaim, first in surprise, and then in great concern, and then in fear. The single door into the dome you know well, my friend, and though it had been locked when the last of the Ahk-Viell had left late the previous night, the mystic key to unlock the portal did not release the door to admit them…”
Thus it was I learned the nature of the betrayal and sabotage which resulted in the catastrophe which consumed that once great city. Baden related to me all the details, how they took to hammering at the door to gain access to the uppermost floor wherein the Orb lay. Nothing at first would avail them, since the portal had been constructed for the very purpose of containing the secret work that was the Orb of Arristanas and preventing access by anyone not entrusted with that secret. Brute force availed them not, and so they turned to the mystic arts, and found that the seal applied by the two wizards of the Tau was powerful indeed. And all the while they could hear a humming, growing from with the chamber.
One of the Elven Viell, so Baden told me, had an idea to bore a small hole through the centre of the portal, where it was weakest, and if successful, defeat the mystic seal by expanding the hole outwards towards the edges, where the force of the Tau denying them entry appeared strongest. Thus it was that their efforts were concentrated upon a point, and the drilling of a hole through the steel-braced portal.
Their efforts succeeded, but it took hours before finally, Baden said, a hole large enough for a finger was bored clean through the door.
“Candles have been lit, and glowstones!” came the cry. “The Orb is illuminated! It glows blood-red!”
Such were the words that reached Baden’s ears from the cluster of wizards assaulting the door. I knew at once the meaning, as did he, of course, for he had served as clerk and kept the journals of all prior tests. The blood-red glow is an indication of impending catastrophe. It is caused by a fault in the graving of the final facet, which, when the Orb is illuminated, causes energies to reflect and build too rapidly and violently within the structure. With the number of candles and lamps within the dome all lit and shining brightly, the defective Orb was building energies past the point where it could be safely discharged, or even rendered dormant by the closing of the casket’s lead-lined lid.
The wizards began working frantically, but Baden, familiar with previous failures, could see the glow emanating through the widening hole which they had bored, and so began his retreat down the spiral stair running around the inner wall of the roundtower.
He was still within the College when the energies within the Orb became too great for the device to contain, and with a mighty concussion, it detonated, blowing off a large portion of the copper dome of the roundtower. The portal, too, was blown to pieces, and the wizards gathered on the small landing beyond it were likewise rent asunder.
I was dumbfounded by his tale, of course, and I confess without shame that I wept. I wept for the loss of the city. I wept for its people, who had perished in fear and in fire. And I wept for the destruction of my labour, twenty years in the making, which was to have been the great shield by which all peoples of the world would be protected against all dark-made evil, for all time.
Baden was in no doubt what had happened. The wizards of the Tau, possessed of the mystic key by means of which they entered the Orb chamber, lit every lamp and candle they could find, and knowing that only a single rune remained to be graven upon the uppermost facet of the Orb, they deliberately, and maliciously, marked it falsely. They marked it in the manner of prior failures, failures which were well known to all those involved in the creation of the Orb. Then they left the Orb exposed to the light, its energies building, and sealed the door beyond the ability of the Elven Viell to penetrate in time to prevent the catastrophe which ensued.
I could not bring myself to believe that trusted wizards of Ostinath could wreak such havoc, and upon their own people, in their own city, in their own land, but Baden told me otherwise, as did the terrible events which occurred later, and which I shall relate now.
 
We were three days on the chains from the remains of Calhaneth when, nearing evening, Baden became suddenly alarmed, and took me by the arm saying ‘Come, let’s stretch our legs ashore a while.’
I was surprised, but did as he suggested, and together we jumped the small gap between the barge and the bank of the canal, and paused, allowing the vessel to draw slowly away from us. It was not uncommon for those of us aboard to become stiff and restless, and such ventures ashore were frequent and unremarkable.
This time, though, Baden’s eyes flicked nervously from the barge to the north, where I could make out the shape of the southernmost Wheel of Thal-Marrahan. He suddenly dragged me to the rough ground, behind clumps of coarse grasses and weeds which grew sparsely there. Of course I was greatly alarmed by this, and was about to protest when he pressed me flat to the ground.
“Don’t move! Don’t make a sound, Theo! Toorsengard!”
I peered as best as I could through the scrubby grasses and inched forward a little so I could see past Baden’s head. Horses and their riders were clopping down the stone tow-paths either side of the canal from the distant lock gates at the Wheel, closing the gap between the mighty boat-lift and the barge we had just disembarked.
I remember whispering to Baden, “A rescue party so soon?” but he turned upon me a gaze so filled with horror I shuddered.
While we watched, some time later, the barge, under orders from one of the riders giving commands in elvish which we heard drifting down the tow-path, slipped from the chains and bumped alongside the canal wall. I could not believe my eyes. I still cannot believe what I saw.
Our companions, survivors from what surely must be the greatest catastrophe the modern world has known, came ashore and assembled in a line on the bank, which is to say the west bank. I had a fleeting thought at the time that perhaps the riders were taking names, building a list of the details of survivors of the calamity. But without a sound, riders on both banks of the canal presented their bows, and without hesitation, shot our comrades dead. There had been thirty one of us in the barge when we fled Calhaneth. Five flung themselves overboard within the first day and were not seen again. Now only myself and Baden remained.
As we watched, hoping against hope that we had not been seen disembarking, a staff-bearing elf wizard strode to the fore, and using his staff, cremated the remains of our travelling-companions. Baden told me it was one of the two wizards who had, by their treachery, destroyed Calhaneth, but my eyes were too full of tears to make such an identification.
At length, while these ‘Toorsengard’ idled back to the lock gates near the Wheel, Baden took stock of our location, and we slithered down the rocky western slopes of the canal ridgeway. We had to back-track, he said, on foot, towards the south, and then climb the slope once more to cross the canal to the eastern side well clear of any possibility of being seen by the assassins at the Wheel.
We walked through the night, never knowing how many barges of survivors had passed us on the canal above in the darkness, though we knew when we left the docks that there was a growing crowd upon the quaysides clambering into the vessels behind us there. When at last Baden judged it safe to do so, we ascended to the canal, and there Baden told me to swim across the channel, and head due east to the plains, and thence home, and not to stop. He had elected to remain on the western bank, there to give warning to any other survivors who might yet be upon the great water road, being propelled to their deaths by those relentless chains. After that, he said, if he lived, he would return to his home, a small glade in a place he called Minyorn, or perhaps flee the forest to the lands in the west.
It was a sad parting, and nothing I could say would change his mind or persuade him to join me. He bade me remember all he had told me of the treachery of the Tau, and to return directly to my home, and to warn all I encountered along the way once out of the forest, never again to trust elfkind, either with their lives or with their security.
I took my leave of Baden of the Elven Viell and swam the canal, pausing at the far side to wave farewell. He was sitting, when last I saw him, gazing to the south, hoping perhaps for other survivors from Calhaneth, hoping to spare them the horror that lurked in wait at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan.
It took many months and the many kindnesses of those I met along the way in Jurya and Arrun and Dawnland before I found myself, in the chill of winter, here in the friendly hills of my homeland. Here I was able to present my account of the Orb of Arristanas, and the destruction of Calhaneth, to his Majesty, in a private chamber, in the Hall of the Fathers of Threlland.
His Majesty commanded I make a written accounting, and this is it, the ink drying this 8th day of January, EB 31.
 
There is no doubt in my mind that the two wizards of the Tau, from Ostinath, are responsible for the calamity which destroyed the city of Calhaneth and all its people, and wrought ruin upon what might have been the greatest of all Thal-Marrahan’s works. Whether they understood that the damage they caused to the Orb would result in the utter destruction of the city, I cannot say. That they proceeded with their foul plan regardless of that knowledge or in ignorance of it is beyond question.
The Orb, if it survived the conflagration as well it might have done, will remain an object of great of danger. It was known from trials of much smaller devices before a successful model was created that only in complete darkness may the energies within the Orb decay safely. Even moonlight or starlight is sufficient to activate the Orb such that it commences to emit its deadly emanations, though the full light of day is needed to elevate its power to its greatest levels. It is safest when contained in the casket designed for the purpose of transporting it, lead lined, and of impenetrable Morgmetal.
I was not permitted to visit the regions where earlier trials were conducted, but my friend, who saved my life, Baden of the Elven Viell, spoke of lifeless areas in the forest where only shadows lurked, and where not even the bravest of wizards would trespass to recover the remains of failed experiments. I do not believe, after the atrocity I witnessed at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, that any will approach Calhaneth; nor should they. The Orb, made for the protection of all life, destroyed all life in that city. The radiance I saw penetrating the smoke of Calhaneth’s destruction was entirely malevolent. Surely no good shall ever come of it. Never go there.
 
Theo og Smelkmunt, Mestermethaler. EB 31
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13. Concerns
 
Arramin gave a shuddering sigh, the final leaf of Theo’s account amplifying the elderly wizard’s trembling hand as he laid the page, neatly and almost reverently, on the stack of leaves before him. He did so with such care, one might have thought it the thousand year-old original rather than his own recent translation.
There was a long silence, Gawain clasping his beaker of hot wine for warmth, staring at the steam rising from the surface of the liquid, seeing instead a whirlwind of smoke and recalling the horror of the sounds of Calhaneth. Sounds of events Theo had witnessed and described. It was Allazar who finally broke the silence, speaking softly and with great solemnity.
“The treachery of Toorsen and those of his creed defies all belief and imagination. The noblest of endeavours twenty years in the making destroyed on the very brink of its success… I… it is beyond all comprehension, beyond all reason…”
Gawain closed his eyes, and felt a familiar ire beginning to stir deep within him, like soup in a pan slowly swirling as the heat from a cooking fire moves it towards simmering. He drew in a breath, and opened his eyes, and his voice was edged with anger when he spoke.
“The whitebeard bastards destroyed an entire city, and all its people, and all those who might have survived to bear witness against them.”
“It is possible, my lords, that others did survive,” Arramin suggested, his voice tremulous. “Though the atrocity contained in Theo’s account explains why no-one ever learned the cause of the city’s annihilation. There were none left alive in Elvendere to make a record of it.”
“None left alive at all, Master Arramin, save for Theo, a dwarf, who by great good fortune and by dint of his own courage and tenacity, managed to make his way home, alone and without supplies. All the way from the forest and back here to Threlland.”
“Yes, Master Allazar, but remember, the Viell Baden remained at the canal to warn others. And therein lays much of my concern, my lords, and the reason why, if I had possessed the wits to understand what we beheld at that city and along the canal, I would have begged you to remain, and to destroy the object.”
Gawain eyed the elderly wizard. “Tell us your concerns, Arramin, before my anger at those traitors becomes a rage and the pounding of my heart deafens me to your words.”
Arramin nodded, and in spite of his garishly coloured garments, he cut a small and distinctly worried figure at the end of the table.
“It is not so much the deadly device itself, my lords, which concerns me. If it were only true that no-one ever goes to Calhaneth then I would be less disturbed by Theo’s account of events in spite of the horror which it contains. But, my lords, consider, I beg you… At the time of that great city’s destruction, the lands we now know as the Old Kingdom were in friendly hands.
“If there were survivors upon the great water road and Baden persuaded them to abandon their flight to the north, he would have led them down the western slopes of the ridge, and south, away from the Toorsengard and certain death waiting at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan. He would have taken them south and west, then, to the free lands which came to be called Pellarn.”
“That makes perfect sense,” Gawain agreed.
“And once there, my lords, perhaps other accounts similar to Theo’s would have been made. Who better to make to such a documented history of events than the very elfwizard whose task it was for more than twenty years to record in writing all aspects of the Orb’s design and construction?”
Something else began gnawing at Gawain’s innards, and he caught his breath as some long forgotten worm began wriggling up through his anger.
“My lords,” Arramin continued, “It isn’t true that no-one ever goes to Calhaneth. We ourselves went there. And someone, as you will recall, had been there before us.”
Realisation burst upon them like a slap in the face.
“Morloch’s agents!” Allazar gasped, “Who deployed there the Razorwing, and the Kiromok!”
“To keep all others away from the dome,” Gawain agreed, disgusted with himself for allowing more recent events to have dulled his wits.
“Indeed, my lords, indeed. I cannot be certain, of course, but it is entirely possible that Goria’s invasion of Pellarn was not from some desire for conquest or expansion…”
“…But an excuse to bring dark wizards to the very borders of the forest, there to claim the Orb once Morloch’s northern forces advanced into Juria,” Gawain finished Arramin’s sentence, and thumped the table, standing up and pacing angrily while Arramin continued:
“Even if Gorian forces were unaware of the Orb before they invaded Pellarn, it is very likely they discovered word of its existence once they had overrun the land. Some record or book perhaps, or even simple curiosity concerning the local folk mantra that no-one ever goes to Calhaneth.”
“Dwarfspit! I had thought the lack of wildlife in that part of the forest down to those wizard-made creatures being there for centuries!”
Allazar grimaced. “It would now seem far more likely that the lack of animals is the result of some poisonous effect of the Orb in and around the city, and we encountered the Kiromok at the baths because they needed to range a good distance for their food.”
“My lords,” Arramin interjected. “The Orb cannot be allowed to fall into the enemy’s hands. Should its casket be closed, in the dead of a night obscured by cloud, it would, according to Theo’s account, be safe to transport. And then, if borne into a castletown or citadel and opened… Baden too would have known this. If his knowledge survived…”
Allazar’s shoulders slumped, and he covered his face with his hands, trying hard not to imagine a fresh horror of a second Calhaneth.
Gawain let out a huge sigh, and sat heavily in his chair. “We have to go back,” he whispered, “We have to go back to Calhaneth.”
And though he waited a long time, neither wizard uttered a word to gainsay him.
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14. A Kind of Madness
 
Gawain retired to his alcove to sit wrapped in a blanket fetched by Arramin from a large chest in the corner of the main chamber. There, leaning back against the cold stone wall, he read the translation of Theo’s account, cover to cover, while the heat of anger ballooned in his stomach and flooded through his veins.
All his life, or so it seemed to Gawain’s recall, he had distrusted wizards, regarding almost all of them with the utmost contempt. Now, with Arramin and Allazar talking quietly about the copying of Allazar’s book, and with that familiar anger warming his innards, the King of Raheen knew he had always been right so to do.
An entire city destroyed in an hour, perhaps a little longer, its people smoke and ashes thanks to the treachery of wizards. For Gawain, it mattered not what creed or faction or any other Dwarfspit flavour of wizardry the traitors had subscribed to, it all amounted to the same thing. The dreams and visions of wizards are always purchased by the blood of good men and women. This he knew. So too did Theo of Smeltmount.
Theo had gone to great lengths to make certain that his account of events contained nothing which would avail today’s crop of stick-wielding mumblers and chanters in the recreation of that failed Orb. There were only the vaguest of references to fluxes, forges, crucibles, Morgmetal and the unknown material ‘Argen-vitt’, silver-white, probably a metal known only to the elven engineers of Thal-Marrahan’s golden age.
The knowledge of how to create the Orb of Arristanas, if it still existed anywhere at all, would likely be sealed in the vaults of the Toorseneth. And there, if the ToorsenViell continued to hold sway over the lives of all in Elvendere, it would remain. And that set the worms to wriggling again, which, Gawain thought, was really rather annoying.
Surely, he mused, gazing at the heavy curtain sealing his alcove against the wizards at the table without, surely if the ToorsenViell served Morloch, then the Orb or the secrets of its manufacture would have been passed into the hands of that foulest of evil centuries ago? It would have made ruins of the castletowns of all lands within a day of it being exposed to daylight…
Such a simple thing, for a merchant in a wagon or cart to enter a town, laden with innocent boxes and caskets. Such a simple thing, in the dead of night, to open one of those plain-looking metal caskets in a high place and leave the Orb exposed, waiting for the sun to rise for its activation. Such a simple thing, to retrieve it in the dead of night after ashes and embers cooled…
Gawain sighed, and stood, and still wrapped in his blanket, pushed through the curtain to hand Theo’s account back to Arramin, who passed it directly to Allazar.
“They should have stopped when the first attempt devastated the slopes of Medthorn,” Gawain glowered, sitting heavily in his chair at the table. “Instead, the whitebeard vakin imbeciles continued. Worse, they made each attempt bigger and more destructive than the last. What in sight of the sun possessed them to loose such destruction in their own lands? You’re both wizards, tell me, what kind of madness would possess people to create something capable of destroying an entire city, and then loose it in their own homeland, over and over again?”
“Alas, my lord,” Arramin sighed, “The endeavour was at first noble, the intentions of the purest, and the desire for success all-consuming. I fear, though, that once the failure at Medthorn revealed to those who witnessed it the power and possibilities their efforts represented, the urge to overcome the engineering and technical challenges became a goal in and of itself.”
Allazar nodded sadly, pushing his open notebook a little further from him to make way for Arramin’s translation of Theo’s account. “For them, the risks were far outweighed by the astonishing benefits to all the kindred races should they have succeeded.”
“And once again, it is we, here now and far in their future, who have to pick up the pieces and clean up the mess they left behind. Is this to be our lot, Allazar? Are we doomed to spend our lives putting right the wrongs and catastrophes wrought by long-dead whitebeards?”
“The Orb must be destroyed, Longsword. Now we know of its existence, we have no choice.”
“Which brings us neatly to the question of how.”
Arramin blinked. “My lord?”
“How is this thing to be destroyed? Surely if it were as easy as just saying ‘it must be destroyed’ it would’ve been, centuries ago.”
“Oh dear, yes, I understand,” Arramin nodded, the bobble on his hat wobbling. “Yet, I fear these ToorsenViell did too fine a job of prohibiting all passage to the ruins. Only they and those loyal to them would likely have ventured there in the aftermath.”
“And then only to hunt down and destroy any survivors, most likely,” Gawain scowled. “Allazar has told you of my lady’s revelations concerning the treachery of the ToorsenViell?”
“Yes, my lord, he has,” Arramin nodded, his eyes filled with sorrow.
It suddenly occurred to Gawain that for the elderly wizard, clad in his gaily-coloured blankets and woollens, the astonishing truth of Calhaneth and its destruction, and the loss of all the wonders of elven engineering which followed the city’s ending, were bereavements which were hard for the old fellow to bear.
History, Arramin’s beloved study and the work of his lifetime, had finally betrayed the old historian. Here, deep below a mountain in Threlland, a trove of magnificent history had been discovered. And here, contained amongst the jewels and priceless artefacts of that vast store of documentary treasure, had been found the crushing evidence that all the marvels Arramin once held dear had been betrayed, proscribed, destroyed and buried in the dust of centuries by his brothers-in-robes, elfwizards.
All the wonders of elven engineering Arramin had declared and avowed as representing the pinnacle of kindred endeavours from an age of shining reason were now tarnished, blighted, smeared and corrupted. And the great punctuation mark in the most remarkable chapter of Arramin’s life, as the wizard himself had described it at that final dinner in Ferdan, had been blotted and stained by the ink of long-dead treachery, the age of reason obliterated by dogma and the cloaked agenda of all of Toorsen’s creed.
Gawain drew in a breath, and let it out slowly. “So. How can this relic be destroyed?”
“It would seem simple enough, my lord. On a dark and moonless night, the casket must be closed, and brought out of the tower, and then placed in darkness forever.”
“Perhaps,” Allazar suggested, “Thrown into that fresh-opened canyon? Or perhaps dwarves could be persuaded to dig a shaft deep into the bowels of the world here, below Crownmount, and the casket buried far from all knowledge of its existence?”
Gawain shook his head. “And then with the passage of time have it emerge to afflict future generations, just as it has now? No. Whatever else happens, there must be no possibility of its return.”
“Indeed, my lords,” Arramin agreed. “And it cannot simply be tossed into that great canyon to the north and forgotten. There may be none now who might venture into the roaring flow of the river at the foot of the gorge, but who is to say that some future adventurer might not possess the means to explore and subsequently find it? Besides, the slightest crack in the casket to admit light, and who is to say what effect the Orb’s emanations might have on the waters, which are the source of Avongard?”
“Then what?” Gawain pressed. “I’m not about to charge back across the plains to that dread place without some degree of certainty that the Orb cannot be used against the peoples of the lowlands.”
“We must look to the sea, my lords,” Arramin declared. “The casket must be sealed, itself sealed in another container, and another and another if needs be, to ensure that no possibility exists of light being admitted to the Orb within. The bottom of the ocean, far offshore, that is the place for it.”
“Allazar?”
“Agreed. Nothing has ever returned from the deep, and surely there can be no light in such watery depths.”
“Then we’ll have to take it south to the coast of Callodon. Take a boat from one of the ports there, and out to the sea which is aptly named, especially since we’re pinning all our hopes on its murky depths to bury the Orb for all time.”
Arramin looked suddenly very old, and very frail. “Alas, my lords…”
“Peace, wizard Arramin. When I said ‘we’ I meant myself and The Keeper of The Stick. I’d sooner break your legs with your own staff than drag you up those endless flights of steps to the top of Crownmount, and thence to the city in the south.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Arramin managed, his eyes downcast, staring at the open pages of one of Allazar’s notebooks he’d been meticulously copying while Gawain had been reading Theo’s account.
“It was bad enough the first time,” Gawain said softly, remembering. “Besides, you’ve served the world more than enough since the Jarn Road. Seems like an age ago now you stood to the fore, ready with nothing but a sprig of silvertree to halt the Kraal’s charge. You’ve done more than enough, Arramin, and without you watching over us at Far-gor… well…”
Gawain saw tears threatening the old wizard’s dignity, and he continued hastily:
“And anyway, in these vaults may lie other valuable lessons and information which only an historian of your quality could unearth and understand. Any knowledge you find here and which may avail us in our continued vexing of that black-eyed bastard beyond the Teeth, could be of much greater service to the kindred than plodding back to that miserable forest might ever be.”
Arramin could only nod his gratitude, and wipe his eyes on the back of his woollen glove.
“How’s the book progressing, Allazar?”
“Ah. Master Arramin and I had just begun our endeavours at copying them from where Master Imzenn left off. It progresses well, and I feel certain that any new additions I might recall later can be appended in due course.”
“We’ll remain as long as it takes, then. I hope to persuade Eryk to have his scribes make many copies once we’re back up top. The Kindred Rangers will need them, here in Threlland as well as in all other lands. The west is in dark hands, and they’re using the creatures of the Pangoricon against people there. I don’t think it’ll be long before your work will be needed here, east of Elvendere.”
“And the Orb?”
“When you’re content that you have three good copies of the book, we’ll leave one here with Arramin for safety, keep one for our own reference, and give the other to Eryk for his scribes. Then we’ll return to Tarn, and thence head south.”
“So soon, Longsword?”
“Yes. To Juria first, I think. I wish to pay my respects to Hellin. From there, to Callodon, and to Brock. We’ll need stealth rather than strength in numbers when we penetrate the forest and make for Calhaneth, just in case the elves have ventured beyond the northern Wheel again. Or worse. The Kiromok and Razorwing at the baths tell us that the enemy knows about the Orb, or are at least aware of its power to destroy. Arramin is right, if we’d known precisely what we were dealing with the first time we witnessed the Orb’s power, we would not have left it there.”
“Then, Master Arramin and I should set to with the compendium of creatures, the sooner we finish, the sooner we can leave.”
Gawain shook his head. “Don’t sacrifice quality for haste, Allazar. Read Theo’s account, it might give you more of an insight into what needs to be done at the city. It’d take us at least two months to reach the edge of the forest east of Calhaneth, and that’s if we rode our horses into the ground, which we won’t. A few days here probably won’t make much difference. And, we won’t have a canal to speed our journey south, not now.”
“Indeed my lords,” Arramin announced, his voice still querulous with emotion. “I fear the destruction of the farak gorin and the collapse of so much rock into the source of Avongard will likely have had a significant and deleterious effect upon that great water road.”
“We’ll probably never know. At least, Arramin, we were able to glimpse something of Thal-Marrahan’s works, and see something of their glory as others might have done, before memories were stained by this fresh-discovered treachery.”
With that, Gawain left the two wizards at the table, and returned to his alcove. Sleep was a long time coming in spite of the silence from beyond the curtain and the surprising warmth of the blankets and the baggy hide-stuffed mattress. There were no pillows, but Gawain’s rolled-up cloak was comfortable enough. It was his free-wheeling mind that held sleep at bay, and the grim realisation that any ‘liefhargen’ he might indeed have been suffering had been entirely swept away by Theo’s account of the destruction of Calhaneth.
Now, instead of a litany of names and the faces of the dead plaguing Gawain’s conscience, now he had a purpose again. Now there was a deed to be done, and the glow of a familiar anger fuelling the drive to undertake and complete that deed.
The kindred races had been on the brink of banishing Morloch to the shadows for all time, but the treachery of whitebeards had prevailed, and countless thousands had died as a result. But for those whitebeards, Raheen would still live, there would have been no banishment, no darkness unleashed in Goria, no Grimmands in the east, no Battle of Far-gor.
As a warm fug of sleep finally enveloped Gawain, he smiled. Morloch might be beyond reach of the sword, but there were other enemies well within range, and the Toorseneth was one of them…
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15. Ascent
 
In the time that followed, there being no way of knowing how many hours or days had passed in outworld while they worked deep below ground, Gawain left the two wizards to their task and wandered the vaults. He had frak, a warm blanket in addition to his cloak, and though the archives held little interest for him, here and there in the tunnels he found occasional artefacts which drew his attention; a hammer here, a dagger there, weapons, objects and relics from a bygone age. Each doubtless had a story, but since he couldn’t read the language of Threlland, such stories remained shrouded in the mists of time, and imagination had to fill the voids left vacant by facts. He wondered what some future generation might think of his sword, should they find it a thousand years from now entombed in some lost and forgotten catacomb deep under a mountain.
Gawain did note, however, that the tunnels containing the archives of more recent periods in Threlland’s history contained far more in the way of documents than the oldest. Progress and civilisation, it seemed, demanded ever more parchment, paper and ink, or perhaps, lives being generally longer in these modern times, people had more to say for themselves, and more time to say it than they did in days of yore.
While Allazar and Arramin worked meticulously and diligently on the book Gawain increasingly referred to as ‘the pocket Pangoricon’, the King of Raheen roamed the depths. He reflected on Theo’s account, allowing that familiar anger of his to warm his bones, and to drive away any lingering grief and bereavement which had plagued him, consciously or otherwise, since victory at Far-gor had been won.
Finally, when Allazar had declared the copying of the books complete, it was time to leave the vaults, and to make the daunting ascent up the countless flights of steps to the summit and Eryk’s hall. Arramin sent word of Gawain’s imminent departure up the chute, a curious construction much like a dumb waiter, activated by a winch on the surface when a wire rope bell-cord was tugged. And then, the three who had endured much together, gathered in the echoing atrium at the foot of the steps.
“Well, Master Arramin,” Allazar sighed, and with a genuine sadness which all of them shared at their departure, for it had a terrible feeling of finality about it. “Now is the time for us to part once more.”
“Indeed, my lords,” Arramin sniffed, smiling weakly, his old eyes sparkling and damp in the dull yellow light of the glowstone orbs which made the bobble on his woollen hat seem almost to shine. And then he blurted with surprising passion, tears brimming and overflowing as he spoke:
“I would that I were young again! I would that I could go with you to that saddest of cities, to put right that greatest of wrongs, to end that ceaseless misery once and for all and to see that dread device cast into the deep far from all memory and knowledge! I would that I were young again my lord to aid your cause and bring forth from my staff the brightest of fire to smite the darkness and vex Morloch! I would that I were young, to ride again at your side, to see the wonders of the world once more and to fight for their protection! Oh my lords I would that I were young again!”
Without hesitation, Allazar stepped forward, and swept the frail and weeping wizard into his arms, and while Arramin wept into his shoulder, spoke softly, and kindly, in the wizard’s language.
Gawain sniffed and wiped his nose, hastily blinking back the tears which Arramin’s impassioned speech had summoned from some unknown depths far beyond the special anger Gawain nurtured for all those of wizard-kind. A memory of Imzenn of Mornland came flooding to the fore, another elderly and gentle wizard who had followed without question where Gawain had led, even to his own doom on the aquamire horn of a Kraal-beast. He drew in a deep breath, crushed the bubble rising in his throat, and spoke gently, but firmly, his voice echoing around the atrium, surprising even himself with the authority it contained.
“Without your wisdom, your knowledge, and your courage, Arramin, there may have been no victory at the Battle of Far-gor. If you hadn’t braved the journey to bring Brock’s message to us on the road to Jarn, we would have idled along the way and never known the urgency of the kindred’s need.
“Without your profound knowledge of history we’d still be marching north from Ferdan, assuming Morloch’s army hadn’t already crossed the farak gorin unopposed; it was your knowledge of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan and the operation of the great Wheels which sped our journey. But for you, we’d never have known of Calhaneth, and but for you, we’d never have learned of the existence of the Orb and the threat it poses. And it goes without saying, without you and your doves at the Point, there may have been no victory at Far-gor at all.
“I tell you this, Serre wizard Arramin, there is no gauge by which we can measure how much your service to the kindred has already vexed Morloch, but the fact of Far-gor is surely enough to make that blackhearted bastard curse the day you came into this world. And though you would be young again, I shall always remain grateful for the wisdom, experience, and knowledge which your many years of study have bestowed upon you, and which you have given so freely to us. I wouldn’t have you anything other than who you are.”
Arramin drew back from Allazar’s embrace, and wiped his eyes and nose on the back of his gloved hand, nodding in gratitude at Gawain’s speech and doing his best to stand as tall as he could while Gawain added:
“This isn’t an ending, Arramin. There’s much here in these tunnels to keep you occupied, and you may find more here that would be of great concern to both of us. I’ll make arrangements with Eryk to have any letters you send up the chute delivered to us wherever we might be.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Arramin whispered, and those four simple words seemed to carry with them more weight than the entire bulk of Crownmount pressing down above them.
With nothing more to be said, Allazar embraced Arramin once more, and Gawain utterly stunned them both by doing likewise. Then the two of Raheen turned, and began the ascent up the stairs, the sound of Allazar’s staff on the steps echoing behind them, and Arramin standing motionless and listening until finally they faded beyond range of his hearing.
 
Legs burning and breath coming in short gasps, Gawain flicked a glance at Allazar who nodded, and at the next landing, they stopped, and sank onto the bench seats opposite each other.
“Suddenly,” Gawain gasped, throwing open his cloak and unbuttoning his tunic, “It’s not so cold down here.”
“No, indeed,” Allazar managed, and then heaved himself up with his staff to take a long drink at the water fountain.
When he’d lurched back to the bench and stretched out on it, Gawain opened his eyes and asked: “How far up do you think we are?”
Allazar held up a tired hand, finger and thumb a couple of inches apart, and Gawain managed a choking laugh, and dragged himself to the water fountain on his side of the landing, momentarily shocked by the freezing water when it shot from the hole in the small stone basin.
“You surprised me, Longsword,” Allazar sighed when his breathing slowed and Gawain had taken his seat again.
“By doing what?” Gawain stretched his legs out in front of him, the muscles in his thighs twitching uncontrollably. Eryk was right, the ascent would take a lot longer than either Gawain or Allazar had imagined.
“Your farewell to Arramin.”
“Bah. Old goat deserved it. Don’t you go getting any ideas above yer station though, bloody whitebeard.”
Allazar smiled in the gloom. “I won’t, your Majesty.”
“Double bah.”
“Is it lunchtime yet, do you think?”
“Lunch? Who knows? One thing Martan taught me during our time under the Teeth, eat when you’re hungry, sleep when you’re tired. When there’s not even bat-poop to measure the passage of time, you find your own rhythm.”
“I just don’t want my sandwiches to get too stale. It’s a long way up, after all.”
“We’ll wait until my legs stop twitching like one of your beloved rabbits’ noses and then go up another landing or two.”
Allazar yawned, and nodded. “You’d think they’d at least have painted numbers on the wall or something so people would know how far there was to go.”
“What, and spoil the fun of being able to ask ‘are we there yet?’ at every landing we come to?”
“If I may be permitted to borrow a phrase from Martan of Tellek, you seem to be much more yourself than of late, Longsword, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
Gawain smiled. “Yes, yes I am, and no, I don’t mind.”
“Is it the depths? I know you remember much of your time with Martan under the Teeth with a certain fondness.”
“Yes, I suppose I do. It was a remarkable adventure, one I never could have imagined when I was growing up at home. But no, it’s not the depths. It is the Orb.”
“The Orb?”
Gawain nodded, and folded his arms across his chest. “It will sound odd, and perhaps it is, but I feel I have a purpose again. Since we arrived in Tarn, I’ve been lost. You’ve had your book, Elayeen has whatever profound duty the eldenbeards have inflicted upon her and which remains unfinished, and I had nothing to cling to, nothing to keep me from drowning in grief after Far-gor.”
“And Master Arramin?”
“Reminded me that there are yet in this world a few solid gold exceptions to the rule that all whitebeards are bastards. Besides, there were no witnesses, or at least none that wouldn’t want to end their days walking with a limp if they ever spoke of it.”
“Ah.”
“And speaking of limping, let’s try for the next landing. Don’t suppose the eldenbeards taught you any kind of ‘carry a king up the inside of a mountain’ spell or anything remotely useful like that?”
“Alas. Not even a ‘carry myself up the inside of a mountain’ spell. Useless bloody eldenbeards.”
They’d only gone five steps up from the landing when Gawain asked “Are we there yet?”
 
Gawain and Allazar were astonished to learn that it was the 8th day of December when, finally, they emerged from the tunnel and stepped into the library at the rear of Eryk’s hall. It was dark, lamps half-shuttered, and it was a guardsman who greeted them upon their arrival. It was, they learned, an hour past midnight, the king had retired, but quarters had been prepared for Raheen and his First Wizard, along with a hearty meal of cold cuts and bread.
Even Gawain helped himself to a slab of roast beef, smothering it with horseradish before slapping it on a thick-cut slice of dark Threlland rye bread. The ascent from the vaults had taken much longer than expected, and had been hard. Hearty fare washed down with fresh-mulled wine was the order of the day, and the two ate in silence in their well-appointed room.
At length, they rested, wide awake, quietly waiting for dawn and an audience with Eryk.
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16. A Matter of Honour
 
“So this thing, this Orb, was made by one of my people?” Eryk sighed.
“It was,” Allazar agreed, “And proudly was it done. Threlland cannot be held in any way responsible for the treachery which razed the city.”
“Even so,” Eryk shook his head, his bushy brows furrowed. “Even so.”
They were sitting in a small chamber, Gawain, Allazar, and the King of Threlland. Guards posted at the door guaranteed their privacy, and it had taken some time for Allazar to explain the nature of Arramin’s findings in the vault.
“It’s my intention,” Gawain announced, “To return to Calhaneth, to recover the Orb, and dispose of it as Arramin suggested, in the deep of the Sea of Hope.”
“How many of my men will you need?” Eryk asked, his expression worried.
Gawain looked surprised. “Actually, none, really. I was planning on a speedy journey, in and out and thence to sea. It’s not another battle we’re planning, Eryk.”
Those bushy eyebrows arched. “Just like that?”
“Yes, why not?”
“You mentioned those Kiromok things, and those blasted Razorwing birds.”
“All being well, your Majesty,” Allazar announced, “It really will be as simple as Longsword suggests. A hasty journey, pausing only at Juria to pay respects to Hellin, and thence to Callodon, there to make quiet arrangements for a boat, crew and an escort from the forest to the coast.”
“And the fewer who know about it, the better,” Gawain added. “I don’t want this to be a race, and if the enemy discovers our purpose, it’ll end up frantic and doubtless messy.”
Eryk shook his head again, and pushed himself from the chair. He leant on the mantelpiece above a small fireplace, gazing down into the glowing hearth. “This thing was made by a Forgemaster of Threlland. Noble intentions or not, treachery or not, it was dwarves who made it. It’ll be dwarves who help unmake it, or at least aid in its destruction or disposal. I’ll not bequeath this blight upon the honour of Threlland to some future generation, nor shall I permit Forgemaster Theo of Smeltmount to rest uneasy while this task remains undone.”
Gawain saw the depth of passion glowing in Eryk’s eyes, and understood. “Very well, Threlland. I’ll take one of your men. We might need a dwarf’s strength and determination at that. There was a fellow at Far-gor who drew my attention and distinguished himself there…”
“Name him, he’s yours.”
“He might have a family…”
“Name him, Raheen. This is a matter of honour, for all dwarves, for all time! There are ghosts that cannot sleep over this and dammit neither shall I rest easy until it’s done!”
“His name is Ognorm, of the Ruttmark.”
“I’ll send for him, and have him meet you at Tarn. When do you leave for the south?”
“As soon as he arrives at Tarn and is ready. The darker months will aid us in recovering the device, and the sooner it’s beyond all reach and all light, the better.”
“Then you’ll want to take the ’Mountpath before noon, and reach The King’s Hammer before it gets too dark. I’m sorry, Raheen, we’ll have to postpone our getting tired and emotional until next you return, after this evil thing’s on the bottom of the southern sea, and Threlland’s honour is restored.”
The audience was clearly at an end, and Gawain and Allazar stood, solemnly, and all three in that small chamber were keenly aware of the burden they had accepted.
“You’ll want to take the northerly route down from Tarn to the plains,” Eryk announced, clasping Gawain’s arm in farewell, “This time of year and with it as wet as it is, the river crossing to the south will be flooded and not worth the risk. Besides, fewer will note your passing if you go the northern way, if it’s stealth you’re looking for.”
“How long will it take Ognorm to arrive at Tarn?”
Eryk pondered the question a moment. “I’ll send a decent horse for him. Could be two or three days after you arrive back at my niece’s house, depends on the weather and how well this Ognorm can sit saddle.”
Gawain nodded. “Then, until our return my friend, farewell.”
“Speed your journey, Gawain of Raheen. I would that you didn’t have to make it, though for Threlland’s honour, I’m glad that it’s you who do.”
 
The King’s Hammer was quiet and almost empty when the two of Raheen entered from the side door leading in from the stables. The journey down the ‘Mountpath, made treacherous by incessant rain and blustery gales, had been undertaken in silence; a silence borne entirely of intense concentration upon the rocky and slippery road. Now, suddenly in the warmth of the inn and shirking off wet cloaks, they could speak, and the first words out of Allazar’s mouth were an order for hot stew and dumplings and a pitcher of hot spice wine.
At a table near a lazy fire, they sat and waited for the food to arrive, warming hands and relaxing after the strain of the journey down.
At length, Allazar glanced around the room and then at Gawain, and spoke softly.
“Ognorm of Ruttmark?”
Gawain shrugged. “A powerful fellow. He’s the one who threw an arrow the furthest at the Grimehalt in Ferdan. According to Karn, he also distinguished himself in combat against the Meggen at the front line, and Karn should know, he was there in the thick of it too.”
“Ah.”
“To be honest, Allazar, his was the first dwarven name I could think of who wasn’t killed at Far-gor, and I certainly wasn’t about to nominate Rak or Martan. Or Karn, either, for that matter.” Gawain suddenly sighed and shook his head ruefully, eyeing the table and fingering the faded names inevitably scratched deep in its ancient surface.
Allazar frowned. “Something troubling you, Longsword?”
It’s all just names... “No, just thinking how a name can change the course of man’s life. Or a dwarf’s.”
The wizard nodded. “And if he can’t ride a horse?”
Gawain shrugged. “He’ll learn along the way. Jaxon and Kahla managed it, and we’re in no desperate hurry this time.”
“No, and frankly I cannot imagine ever being in a desperate hurry to return to that city in the south. I still hear the screaming in my dreams, and the sounds of that city dying.”
“I too,” Gawain admitted, gazing deep into the fire, “Though the last few nights have been strangely undisturbed by the ghosts of my past, and by the Teeth there are many of those.”
There was another silence while the landlord and a barmaid delivered steaming bowls of stew, a loaf, and a generous pitcher of hot wine, and then the two travellers set to their meal, both more than a little grateful for the hot and hearty fare.
Gawain tore a hunk from the loaf and dipped it into his stew, and then Allazar spoke the question both of them had been pondering, and one of them avoiding.
“And our lady, Longsword? Will you take her back to that city?”
Gawain paused, holding the sopping bread over his bowl. Then he sighed. “I don’t know, Allazar. In truth, I don’t want to. In truth, I don’t want to go there myself and never imagined any of us would need to. Dwarfspit, Allazar, we should have paid more attention while we were there, instead of trying so hard to forget. We should have paid more attention on the journey along that Dwarfspit canal. We should have paid more attention at Ostinath and I should’ve understood more the significance of that whitebeard bastard Keeve and his messages to the Toorseneth.”
“Ifs and buts, Longsword,” Allazar said gently, and turned his attention to his food once more.
“It’s more than that, though. If we’d all kept our wits about us in that city instead of fleeing in horror… can you imagine? We could’ve taken that cursed Orb from the dome then, and might even have been able to use it as a weapon against Morloch’s army as they approached. Launched it into their midst from a grappinbow.”
“An unlikely scenario, Longsword, and a path we did not take. And it seems to me you’re avoiding my question, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”
“Martan has a charm all of his own and can get away with that. You, on the other hand, are a lunatic obsessed with rabbits, and you certainly can’t.”
“Ah.”
“But yes, I have considered Elayeen, and no, I don’t want to take her back there. Not just because I don’t think I could bear the pain of being so close to her, but because this time she won’t have the influence of that ancient bitchwizard Eldengaze to shield her from all the horrors we’ll hear there again.”
“Yes, she alone seemed entirely unaffected by the Orb’s influence.”
“It was terrifying enough to think of losing her when we engaged the Meggen hand-to-hand at the front, I don’t want to risk losing her again. I want her safe, and as far from those ‘spitsuckers in the Toorseneth as possible.”
“I too think it would be wise to keep our lady from approaching within sight of the great forest. Though she may have many friends there, it is clear she also has many enemies, and powerful ones at that. Should one of those enemies so much as catch a glimpse of her, there is no telling what might happen.”
Gawain sighed, and turned his attention back to his meal. “I daresay she’ll have the last word on the matter.”
“I shall add whatever weight my words carry to your side of the argument, Longsword, should it be necessary. Much is happening which is beyond all our sight and knowledge, not the least of which is this unspoken duty Elayeen has said the circles have imposed upon her, and which keeps her hand from yours. Whatever it is, we have little choice but to respect her wishes in the matter, and also to respect the duty, whatever it may be.”
“Why? Because it was the eldenbeards who inflicted it upon her?”
“Alas, yes. In all the time Arramin and I spent at work upon the copying of the compendium, I had the opportunity to consider the nature of the knowledge imparted to me by the circles. It is not simply that they filled my mind with the foul designs contained in Morloch’s Pangoricon, but there is more, much more, including mystic knowledge formerly denied to me by my lowly rank at the Hallencloister.”
“And what does this knowledge tell you?”
Allazar shrugged, and took a sip of steaming wine. “That they had great foresight, and the wisdom to understand the nature of the many of the perils we would face here, in our time. Whatever duty remains to our lady, we can be sure it is neither trivial, nor to be impeded. The very fact that those eldenbeards of yours foresaw a need and took such remarkable steps to satisfy it demands respect, if not a certain degree of fear.”
“Fear?” Gawain mumbled, mopping up the last of his stew with a lump of bread.
“Indeed so. You may be sure that they also took steps to assure the successful outcome of whatever duty has been imposed upon our lady. I would not wish to be the one to discover what those measures were, nor would I wish to witness the return of Eldengaze, now that our lady is herself once more.”
“I don’t think I like the sound of this at all.”
Allazar nodded, his expression stern. “Nor I, Longsword. But, since I am supposed to be the Word, my word to you is caution, where our lady is concerned. We have no way of knowing how important her duty may be to our world, and must take care not to interfere with it. There were many adjectives etched within the floor in the hall of your fathers, and most remain unknown to us all.”
Gawain sat back, and pushed the empty bowl slightly away from him while he pondered Allazar’s warning. Finally, he nodded, and reached for his wine, and then looked into the wizard’s eyes.
“You know, your words might carry a bit more weight if I didn’t know it took you a week to come up with ‘Morloch’ for the Ms in your pocket Pangoricon.”
Allazar smiled sadly. “I was under great stress at the time.”
“Horse-feathers.”
“It was all I could think of with everything else going on around me. A bit like plucking the name ‘Ognorm of Ruttmark’ out of thin air on the brink of the moment, I shouldn’t wonder.”
“Ah.”
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17. Far Removed
 
It fell to Allazar to explain the reason for Arramin’s concern and the discovery unearthed in the vaults beneath Crownmount, and Rak, Merrin, and Elayeen sat at the kitchen table listening intently to every word. It had taken Gawain and Allazar five days to make the return trip from The King’s Hammer, the wind against them and howling almost incessantly every step of the way. They had been gone for three weeks, and the relief at their return was obvious.
So too was the rising sense of horror in lady Merrin’s kitchen when Allazar related the bare facts of the ToorsenViell’s treachery, and its consequences. Heads bowed, eyes blinked, hands trembled. Elayeen drew in a shuddering breath and squeezed her eyes tight shut, and both Rak and Merrin shook their heads as if to deny the part, no matter how innocent, that Threlland had played in the destruction of Calhaneth.
Finally, as the hour grew late and the gist of Theo of Smeltmount’s remarkable account was told, there was a long silence broken by the hissing of embers in the grate. It was Gawain who spoke first.
“I am taking the wizard, and in company with a dwarf named Ognorm of Ruttmark, we’re returning to that city. With luck, we can recover the Orb safely, and then dispose of it once and for all.”
“Did Eryk not offer you more men, my brother?”
“He did, but I declined them. And before you ask, Rak, no, I’m not taking you with me. It’s not a battle we go to fight. I hope simply to slip into the forest unnoticed, secure the Orb, and then leave with it, unhindered. The smaller the number of people who know of our quest, the better, and the less the chance of us being opposed once we get there. I understand the slight upon Threlland’s honour you all seem to feel, even though the disaster was none of Theo’s doing, but too large a force would be noticed. Elayeen…”
“I cannot go with you, G’wain,” she sighed, her voice breaking with the sorrow, shame, and anger she felt. “I cannot return to Calhaneth. I am sorry.”
He nodded, and his hand moved self-consciously along the table-top towards hers, but stopped short of the point where he knew she would protest. “I am glad,” he said softly, “I had it in mind to ask you to remain here with our friends, safe, and far from the forest. It’s too dangerous for you to approach within sight of your homeland now, and I would have our friends keep you safe and well for my return.”
Elayeen drew in another shuddering breath. “The treachery of the Toorseneth runs deeper than even that which the circles revealed to me. The days of Toorsen must be ended. You must understand, G’wain, all of you must understand, I cannot return to Calhaneth. I cannot return to the forest…”
“Of course we understand,” Merrin soothed, and did what Gawain could not, reaching out to take Elayeen’s hand in hers. “There is no question but that you should remain here and rest, in peace and in comfort.”
Elayeen sniffed, and nodded. “Yet it was elves, too, who died that day. It is not just the honour of Threlland which cannot rest easy until the Orb is no more. G’wain, you cannot go without the Sight to watch over you, and you cannot go without an elf to bear witness to the destruction of this evil. At least one of the Kindred Rangers must go with you.”
“Very well, E. Thank you.”
“I will go to Meeya and Valin in the morning, and thence to the barracks where the Rangers are quartered.” And then a thought seemed to strike Elayeen and she added, her eyes damp, “You won’t leave until I return?”
“Of course not.”
She sighed, and nodded again.
“When do you leave?” Rak asked, his gaze rich with sadness.
“Once Ognorm has arrived from the Ruttmark, and once we’re ready. A few days, I suppose. We’ll need frak, and clothes to keep us warm and dry on the journey. Not much else.”
“I’ll attend to the supplies, my brother, just tell me what you need. Will you be returning to the inn at this late hour?”
“No, not tonight, I and my lady have much to discuss.”
“Good,” Rak nodded. “Then, by your leave, my lady and I shall retire. The news you have brought from Crownmount lies heavy on our hearts, and smothers the joy of your return. A good night’s sleep, if any can be had at all, might find us better company in the morning. Good night.”
“Good night, Rak. Lady Merrin.”
Gawain and Allazar stood while Rak and his lady departed, then Allazar himself bade them goodnight, discreetly leaving Gawain and Elayeen alone in the kitchen.
“I’m sorry I have to go so soon, E. If we leave it too late, spring sunshine may make the Orb too dangerous to approach, giving it power that might last throughout the darkest of nights.”
“I understand, G’wain.”
They sat close to each other, side by side at the table, facing the dying embers in the hearth, though the heat from the iron cooking range continued to warm the kitchen.
“I’ll be pausing at Juria’s castle town on the way south. I’d like to pay our respects to Hellin. Willam was a good man.”
“Yes.”
“From there to Callodon to make arrangements with Brock, and then to enter the forest west of the Castletown.”
“I wish I could go with you. Please believe me?”
“You still can’t tell me what this unfinished duty is, the one which keeps us apart?”
She sniffed, and lowered her gaze, and shook her head. Gawain sighed, and turned towards her a little, the chair scraping on the stone floor as he shifted his weight.
“I’m sorry, E. I’m sorry for all of this. I’m sorry I ever asked you to step into those Dwarfspit circles. You were right, in my father’s hall, when you stood on the brink and spoke of your disquiet. Since those circles split us apart, I have never been able to forget the words you uttered there. We are far, far removed from the minds of those who made this place, you said, and the world in which they lived. Who are we to meddle thus, with neither knowledge nor wisdom of their intent to guide us? I should have listened to you.”
Elayeen’s tears sparkled in the lamplight and dropped like diadems onto the table, her head still bowed, and her eyes closed.
“It was meant to be, G’wain,” she whispered, “None of this is your doing, any more than Calhaneth was Theo’s. This war has been waged forever, and will continue long after we are gone.”
“I don’t want to leave you, E. But I can’t leave the Orb there, not for Morloch’s spawn to use as a weapon against us all.”
“I know.”
Gawain gazed at her, her face suddenly shrouded by locks of silver-blonde hair which slid gracefully and silently from her shoulder, hiding her eyes. She seemed suddenly so frail, and so very alone, and Gawain felt an aching deep within his breast.
“I’d hoped for peace and quiet and time alone together,” he whispered, “I even told Gwyn that come springtime, we might make a gentle ride to Arrun, and visit with our people there. During my banishment, I never really ventured to that land. I should like to see it.”
Elayeen sniffed, and took a dainty kerchief from her sleeve to wipe her eyes and nose.
“Perhaps we still might, if all goes well with you and Allazar, though it will be summer by the time you return.”
“Yes,” Gawain realised, and the aching in his heart seemed to balloon again. “Yes, I suppose it will be.”
Rain began falling heavily outside, lashing against the windows behind them in occasional gusts, and spitting on the embers in the fire.
“Sometimes,” Elayeen whispered, “I lay awake at night, wondering if this is all just a faranthroth dream. Wondering if I am still lying on that cold ground, the trees reaching for me…”
“E…”
She lifted her head a little, and glanced at him, offering a weak smile, though her eyes were swimming in sadness, an ocean of hazel-green which held him for a moment in their depths, before she turned again to stare down at her hands and the kerchief she still clutched before her on the table. Gawain knew he would gladly have made a deep and watery grave for himself in those eyes, such was the love he’d seen shining there.
“It is almost a year now since you violated the law of Elvenheth, and took me from Faranthroth, and gave me back my life. Meeya still speaks with awe of that day, of how your eyes blazed like black fire, and your words made the trees tremble. Every time I have been angry with you, when she has been with me, she speaks the words you uttered at the border of Elvenheth. She puts on a deep voice and says: Take me there now or I will hack down every tree and every elf until I find her myself! She knows it always makes my heart sing. Meeya said she and the ‘gard knew those words to be true.”
“I was angry…” Gawain whispered, a little sheepishly, remembering the cold, and the snow, and Gwyn’s desperate push across the plains last winter. “It seems like a lifetime ago. So much has happened.”
“No elf would have fought for me the way you did. I was doomed to be hoth to the son of some provincial lord or governor, to strengthen allegiances or gain advantage in Thallanhall. I used to flee Elvenheth and stay with my brother in his province as often as I could, because of that. When first I saw you, making camp in the moonlight on the plains, I envied you your freedom so much. I tried to get closer to you in the hope of somehow sharing, even for a moment, that freedom.”
“And stepped into that old trap, and got a stake through your foot for your trouble. Instead of freedom, all I’ve ever brought you is pain.”
“That isn’t true, G’wain!” Elayeen turned her head to stare at him, wide-eyed. “You surely cannot believe that?”
He sighed, and tore his eyes from hers to stare at the table. “Because of me you endured the agony of athroth, you almost died. Because of me, you were blinded and the throth ripped from us in my father’s hall, my home. You were enslaved by the power of some dread creature long-dead, cast from your homeland, dragged into battle to watch friends die, and sentenced to death by your own Thallanhall. Worse than all this, now you are bound to some duty which makes a farak gorin of the inches now between us, an unbridgeable chasm between my hand and yours, my lips and yours, my arms and you. What have I ever done that could possibly outweigh all these things in the scales of your judgement of me? What possible joy could I have given you that could make you ever forget or forgive all you have been forced to endure because of me?”
Fresh tears slid down Elayeen’s cheeks, and Gawain looked up into her eyes once more, seeing the anguish in them.
“I love you, G’wain.” she whispered. “I am nothing without you, an outcast, homeless and alone. I have nothing, but you. Promise me, you will be careful, when you leave? Promise me you will come back to me?”
Tears suddenly blurred Gawain’s vision, and the moon seemed closer to him than the inches that separated the two of them.
“I’ll never abandon you, E… I never have and I never shall. I love you, you are my queen.”
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18. Comings and Goings
 
“That’s Ognorm of Ruttmark,” Gawain announced, nodding towards the cloaked dwarf riding into Tarn Square from the south road.
“Ah yes, I remember him now,” Allazar nodded, the pair of them standing with Rak outside the Traveller’s Rest, all three wrapped against the cold.
It was, thankfully, a dry afternoon. Elayeen was still at the Rangers’ Barracks east of the town, and a messenger had said she was waiting with Meeya and Valin for the return of an elven patrol and might remain there the night before returning to town.
It had been one of the town guard who’d alerted Rak to the imminent arrival of Ognorm, and hence the welcome party outside the inn.
“He’s a big bloke too,” Gawain muttered, noting the almost square figure the rider cut, so broad were the dwarf’s shoulders his cloak hung like a sail. “And it seems he can sit saddle rather comfortably, too.”
“The Ruttmark is a long, broad and tree-lined valley, with many tunnels dug into the base of peaks each side,” Rak explained, “A lot of ore emerges there, and must be transported to Smeltmount. This fellow, Ognorm, is probably a topsider, used to riding with the ore-wagons.”
“We’ll soon find out. As long as he can ride, that’s the main thing. I doubt we’ll need his strength until we get to where we’re going. It’s a fine-looking horse, too. Eryk said he’d provide a decent one, and he has.”
Ognorm of Ruttmark brought that decent horse to a halt near the stable doors, and dismounted easily. At first, he smiled inquisitively at the three cloaked figures apparently waiting for him, and then he caught sight of Allazar’s white staff, and his eyes widened, and widened even further when he recognised Gawain.
“Melord Vex!” Ognorm gasped, and flung open his cloak to slap his hand to the emblem of the Kindred embroidered over his left breast.
Gawain returned the salute. “Well met and Vex, Ognorm of Ruttmark, holder of the Ferdan Record. You seem comfortable in the saddle at the trot, how are you at the gallop?”
Ognorm shrugged his broad and powerful shoulders, and grinned. “Ain’t fell off much, melord, but to be fair, us lifters and shifters don’t get to do much galloping in the valley.”
“Lifters and shifters?”
“Arr, we lifts and shifts the ore from the mine-mouths to the smelts.”
“I see,” Gawain smiled, and studied the dwarf as he introduced Rak and Allazar.
Ognorm was perhaps five feet five inches tall, and looked almost as broad at the shoulder as he was tall, though of course that was an illusion given by his cloak and narrow waist. Powerful muscles bulged beneath the sleeves of his tunic, and from his belt hung the traditional Threlland rock-hammer, and, a little alarmingly, a three-foot long Meggen iron mace. Immense thighs bulged beneath heavy waterproof trousers, and good stout miners’ boots left a print on the flagstones that almost two of Gawain’s would occupy. An explosion of curly black hair crowned a square-jawed and smiling face, dark brown eyes beaming with pride.
“Have you been told the nature of your duty?” Rak asked quietly.
“Narr, melord,” Ognorm sniffed in the cold wind and wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve, “Just got told melord Vex needed Ognorm o’ the ‘Mark again, got given a good ‘orse, and here I be.”
Rak nodded. “Then we’ll get your horse comfortable in stables, and I’ll take you to your room here at the inn. I’ll explain briefly why you’re needed, and where you’ll be going. It might be another day or two before you leave.”
“Arr, right-oh melord, long as it’s not too complicated, I’m yer man,” Ognorm grinned.
“That’s a Meggen mace, isn’t it?” Gawain nodded towards the weapon hanging at the dwarf’s right hip.
“Arr. Goit I took it from dint need it no more. Relieved a few of his mates o’ the need for theirs with it an’ all. Some o’ the boys in the line, they had sword an’ ‘ammer. Me, I’m not much for swords, so swapped mine with a Meggen, left it sticking in the bastard’s ‘ead and bin carrying this ever since. Give it a name, too: Nadcracker. On account of it does a cracking good job of it. I can leave it behind if you want, melord?”
“No, that’s fine,” Gawain smiled at the grim humour. “I was just curious. I’ll leave you with lord Rak and the wizard, I have a few things of my own to attend to before we leave.”
“Arr,” Ognorm nodded, and tapped his chest in salute again, “Melord? Thanks for calling Ognorm o’ the ‘Mark. I won’t let you down.”
Gawain paused, and eyed the honest pride shining from that powerful face. Pride that Gawain knew would be sorely dented when the dwarf learned from Rak the part Threlland had played in the destruction of Calhaneth.
“Vex,” Gawain returned the salute, and set off across the square to attend to Gwyn.
 
Later in the evening, sitting by the fire in Rak’s living-room, Gawain announced that they were ready to leave. All that remained now was Elayeen’s return with one of the Kindred Rangers to represent elves on the journey back to Calhaneth. Packs and saddle-bags had been packed and re-packed, clothing and provisions checked and re-checked, and now it was simply a matter of waiting.
“How did Ognorm receive the details of our quest?” Gawain asked, basking in the warmth of the fire.
“Calmly enough,” Allazar asserted, “Though where once he felt genuine and obvious pride at being able to serve the Kindred again, he now also feels a profound sense of duty to his own people, too. The weight of history sits now upon those broad shoulders of his.”
“Yes,” Rak agreed. “I know you have suffered a degree of discomfort at singling out this fellow for service, my brother, but you must try to understand dwarves a little better than you do if you’re to appreciate why Ognorm is so proud to serve.”
“His was the first name that popped into my head, Rak. Who knows what suffering my announcing his name to Eryk may cause.”
Rak shook his head. “There’s a reason why the infantry strove so hard to win the record for arrow-throwing, and a reason why Ognorm is so determined to serve with honour on this quest to recover the Orb. Many dwarves live their lives in obscurity, many living much of those lives deep underground. Seldom does one ever excel or rise above any other, to the extent that their names become known beyond their own small communities. It’s why Martan’s pensioners wept tears of joy and pride, knowing he’d sent you their names and that you’d read them on the page.
“Not only the whole of the Ruttmark but all Threlland knows Ognorm’s name now, not just because of his record throw at Ferdan, but for you calling on him and his friends at Far-gor. In the Ruttmark, they’ll speak in hushed tones rich with awe and respect of the day Lord Vex cried out, in full hearing of the whole world gathered there, ‘Ognorm of Ruttmark! Nail that bastard!’ And that’s a tale they’ll tell for generations, come whatever may.”
Gawain blinked. “And yet in calling on him now I may have condemned him to death far from home.”
“Pish,” Allazar announced, and stretched his feet towards the fire. “I heard them talking at the inn today, of Niklas of Thurmount and his crew, with awe and respect bordering on reverence.”
“It’s true,” Rak agreed. “Though Niklas may never fully recover from the injuries he received, all Thurmount, and all Threlland, know his name, and those of Brek, Jok, and Rocknoggin, his crew. And they tell how you called on them to thread the needle that was the dark wizard on the wing, and loose the first telling shot of the battle. The story is well told, and often. Such honours live in the hearts and minds of families for generations.
“Don’t allow your conscience to be troubled on Ognorm’s account, my brother. The fact that you spoke his name in the Hall of Threlland’s Fathers is enough for him and all the Ruttmark to follow wherever you might lead. To sophisticated people, what might seem commonplace is often held extraordinary by simple folk. To you, what might seem only a word or two spoken in haste, is to them an honour which will live long after they’re gone.”
“And you, Longsword, have always failed to understand the great esteem in which you are held. And for this, I often think we should all be grateful. If you understood the weight your words and deeds carry, you might be tempted never to say or do anything again for fear of the effect you might have on others.”
“Is that a polite way of saying I lurch around like a buffoon with not even a worm’s understanding of the consequences?”
“No, it’s a polite way of saying carry on lurching, and let others worry about such consequences as there may be.”
Rak chuckled quietly, and there was a companionable silence while the fire crackled.
“You will watch over Elayeen for me, Rak?”
“Of course. If there is one thing you need not concern yourself with on your journey to that dread city, it is the safety and wellbeing of your lady.”
 
The lady in question returned to Rak’s house some two hours after dawn the following morning, and with her came Meeya, Valin, and the powerfully-built elf Gawain recognised as Reesen of ‘Heth. Gawain could only catch his breath and watch as she approached, her hair streaming about her in the blustery wind, cloak drawn tight but the hems snapping in the gusts, while all about them, swirling on the cobbles, fine and powdery grains of snow were driven this way and that.
It was bitterly cold, the wind cut like a knife, but the morning was as bright as the eyes locked on Gawain’s all the way across the town square. The last of the light-grey clouds responsible for the short-lived dusting of snow scudded towards the south, and when Elayeen was some twenty yards from the house, the sun shone brightly, making her hair seem to glow as she reined in to dismount.
“Egrith miheth,” Elayeen announced, smiling sadly, and tilting her head a little.
“Egrith miheth,” Gawain replied, keeping his hands thrust into his pockets beneath his cloak, the better to prevent them reaching out for her. “You must have left early to arrive so early.”
“We left at dawn. I know you are anxious to be on your way, the sooner to return.”
Gawain nodded, filled with pride and wonder at his queen’s courage and dignity, and the way she held herself before him.
“Meeya and Valin have returned with me as escort, and to bid you farewell. This, you may remember, is Reesen of Elvenheth, once of the thalangard, now of the Kindred Rangers. His Sight will watch over you in place of mine, on your journey, and in that place to which I cannot go.”
When Elayeen had finished speaking, Reesen took half a pace forward, saluted, and bowed.
“MiThal,” the elf announced, standing tall once more. “Vex.”
“Vex, Reesen am ’Heth,” Gawain acknowledged the salute, and Allazar stepped forward.
“With your permission, your Majesties, I’ll escort the Ranger to the inn to meet Ognorm of Ruttmark.”
“We’ll leave within the hour, Allazar,” Gawain announced, “We can make some distance on the plains before nightfall thanks to my lady’s early arrival.”
“Of course,” Allazar announced, and uttering a short stream of elvish, led the Ranger back across the square towards the inn.
“I’ll have your horse taken to the stables,” Rak announced to Elayeen. “Will you and your lady be staying for the night, Serre Valin?”
“No, by your leave, we shall return to our lodgings soon after Thal-Gawain departs.”
“Very well. You do both know you are welcome in my house, and with the wizard Allazar leaving for the south, the second guest room will be vacant once again?”
“Thank you,” Valin replied, but didn’t accept the offer.
“Let’s get inside out of the cold,” Gawain sighed, “At least while Allazar and Ognorm’s horses are being readied.”
In lady Merrin’s kitchen there was a happy and warm reunion with Merrin herself and Travak, but the infant knew something was amiss and his normal bubbly laughter was noticeably absent. Gawain stood in the doorway, watching Elayeen, feeling the weight of the sword strapped across his back for the first time he could remember. She caught his gaze, and smiled sadly. There would be no farewell embrace, no clinging to one another, no fond kisses or caresses or tightly-held hands when the time came for Gawain to leave.
“Has Reesen learned the common tongue so quickly?” Gawain asked quietly.
“No,” Elayeen confirmed his doubts, “But you have a long journey ahead of you for him to learn.”
“And perhaps for me to learn elvish?” Gawain smiled, catching the unspoken hint in her eye and the tilt of her head.
“Perhaps.”
“May I know what orders you’ve given him, since I can’t question him myself.”
Again, Elayeen smiled sadly. “His instructions are simply to watch over you all, and to witness the disposal of the Orb on behalf of all of us who feel the shame of Calhaneth. You should trust him, G’wain, as you would trust me. The Sight cannot pass to those who are not worthy of it, and Reesen’s loyalty is beyond all doubt.”
“If he has your approval, E, there can be no doubt at all.”
“Valin has prepared a list of commands in elvish which you may find useful, though I hope you never have to use them.”
Gawain glanced with surprise at the elf, who took a folded leaf of paper from his tunic pocket, and stepped forward to hand it to the young man who, since Far-gor, had received the Rangers’ oaths of duty.
“Thank you, Valin,” Gawain acknowledged, and opened the paper. On it was a short list of military commands, in the common tongue with their elvish equivalent; stand to, stand down, alarm, ready, shoot, and others which a warrior might expect from an officer in battle.
Gawain nodded his gratitude, and slipped the paper into his tunic. “I should go and get Gwyn saddled and ready.”
“I will accompany you,” Elayeen said softly, “If you have no objection?”
“No, of course not. You can help by carrying the saddle-bags if you like, they’re not heavy.”
“Frak, and your small healer’s helper, with its bottle of Jurian brandy?”
Gawain smiled. “You know me well, my lady.”
Meeya and Valin stepped aside, and together, Gawain and Elayeen, both carrying packs and bags, passed through the back door Rak held open for them and walked to the stables. There, in the gloomy interior, Lyas the apprentice adjusted Gwyn’s blanket and held her bridle while Gawain lifted the saddle into position.
When all was in place and secure, the boy nodded a quick bow, and made for the tack-room, but Gawain held out a hand to halt him.
“Thank you, Lyas, for all your care for my horse-friend. I’ve said this before, but perhaps you don’t remember. One day, you’ll have a horse of your own, and I know that horse will receive no finer care than you have given mine.”
Lyas beamed, and he bowed, and then ran to the tack-room where a smiling stable-master nodded his gratitude before closing the door.
“It’s time for me to go, E.”
“I know. You will take care?”
“Yes.”
“Will you return?”
Gawain gazed down at her, his eyes fixed on hers and both of them remembering another parting, their first, long ago, in the great forest of Elvendere.
“Will I be welcome?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want me to?”
“Yes.”
“Then, as soon as I am able, I shall return.”
Elayeen nodded, and suddenly lowered her gaze. “This time, miheth, there will be no athroth agonies for me to bear when you are gone. There will be only the pain of our parting, only the sharp ache of your absence, only the fear of knowing you go into danger, without me.”
“I know,” Gawain whispered, and every part of him yearned to reach out, and cradle her face in his hands, and kiss her. “We have endured much since the Jarn Road. We shall endure this, too.”
She looked up at him, her eyes damp and searching. Then he closed the distance between them a little, and reached forward, the fingers of his right hand hovering a hair’s breadth over her heart.
“Keep good watch about you, E. Don’t let down your guard. Stay safe, for my return. Throth-bound or not, my heart yet beats in your breast.”
“Isst, miheth,” and her hand reached out, her fingertips a butterfly’s touch upon his heart.
And then she turned, and left the stable, and walked alone back to Rak’s house.
 
It was a small group who watched the four riders clopping across Tarn Square for the northern way and the winding route down to the plains. Rak, Merrin, Elayeen and her friends Meeya and Valin. There was no waving, no calls of farewell, no outward sign at all to attract much attention on that blustery and bitter cold morning. The riders themselves didn’t look back, which was as it should be.
 
Once on the plains in the foothills of Tarn, Gawain paused, and looked to the west. The cairn honouring The Fallen of the Battle of Far-gor was scarcely visible on the horizon.
“We are leaving them all behind us,” Allazar sighed. “And going forward into new peril.”
“It’s an old peril, really,” Gawain announced. “Morloch is at the root of it, after all.”
“Do we ride for Ferdan, Longsword?”
“No. No, we’ll pass well to the east of Ferdan and head straight for Juria Castletown. Steady pace, no point tiring ourselves or the horses.”
“Aye. I’ve taken the liberty of informing Serre Ognorm that Reesen cannot speak the common tongue very well. He’s agreed to try to help expand the Ranger’s vocabulary during our journey.”
“Good, thank you, Allazar. Well, let’s put some miles behind us.”
They set off again, Allazar to the left and slightly behind Gawain, with Reesen and Ognorm riding side-by-side at the rear.
“’Orse,” Ognorm suddenly said, pointing at his horse.
“Orse,” Reesen replied.
“Saddle,” Ognorm announced, pointing at the saddle.
“Saddle,” Reesen parroted.
“’Orse an’ saddle,” Ognorm announced, gesticulating.
“Orsen saddle,” Reesen repeated.
Gawain flicked a glance over his shoulder, first at the wizard, and then at the elf and the dwarf of their rearguard.
“’Ammer,” Ognorm held his hammer up.
“Ammer,” Reesen responded. “Ammer orsen saddle.”
“Arr! Well done, mate!” Ognorm enthused.
“Arr! Welldun mate,” came the inevitable reply.
There was a short silence as they trotted along, Gawain smiling to himself and shaking his head ruefully.
“’Orse, ’orse, ‘orse, ‘orse, four ’orses,” Ognorm pointed happily, holding up four fingers. “One, two, three, four, four ‘orses.”
“Orse, orse, orse, orse, four orses,” Reesen smiled, looking distinctly pleased with his progress as the four rode onwards, leaving the heights of Tarn behind them, adding: “Ammer, orsen saddle, arr, well dunmate.”
“By the Teeth,” Gawain whispered to Allazar. “Elayeen will kill me when we get back.”
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19. A Certain Sadness
 
Gawain set a course perhaps ten points west of due south, a line which took them far enough from the river border crossing with Mornland not to be seen by the guards posted there. With no army, wagons, or foot-soldiers to slow them, and with the northerly wind at their backs, they made good time, passing so far to the east of Ferdan that they would have had more chance of glimpsing the village of Sernen on the Mornland coast than the lacklustre Jurian town near the great forest of Elvendere.
They were kind to their horses too, dismounting frequently and walking while the animals grazed or drank. But though the mood was light-hearted and Ognorm availed himself of every opportunity to teach Reesen new words in the common tongue, all four felt the gravity of the duty they’d imposed upon themselves tugging them onwards, and they ate on the move, camping only when it was too dark for safe travel.
It was the evening of the twenty-eighth of December, after making just such a camp half a day’s ride north of Juria Castletown, that the light-hearted and jovial banter was brought to an abrupt halt. Low clouds scudded overhead, and though the rain had stopped around noon the skies seemed miserably pregnant and utterly cheerless.
“Orse blanky,” Reesen said, happily adjusting the blanket on his mount after dumping the saddle on the rain-dampened ground.
“Arr!” Ognorm agreed with enthusiasm. “Green an’ black ‘orse blanky.”
“Greenen black orse blanky. Greenen black boot, greenen black boot, two greenen black boot…ss.”
“Arr! You got it!”
Gawain flicked a glance across Gwyn’s back at the silhouette of the wizard, who was chuckling quietly while attending his own steed.
“It’s not funny, Allazar,” he whispered, “Elayeen really will kill me. He was once a noble thalangard officer in service to Elvendere’s crown, now listen to him.”
“Serves you right, Longsword, for abrogating your duty. You were supposed to be learning elvish from him too, y’know.”
“Well that’s the nice thing about being a king, I get to delegate. I also get to decide whether I want to learn a foreign language or not. Besides, I’ve got a wizard who can speak elvish and a piece of paper from Valin which’ll do in a pinch.”
“Then when our lady sets about you with a blunt object, I shall remind you of the faith you placed in your kingliness, your piece of paper, and your poor starving wizard.”
“No, there’ll be no fire and no spit-roast rabbit,” Gawain grinned, laying out his bedroll. “You’ll have to do better than that. Besides there’s no kindling anyway.”
“The lot of a wizard in service to his Crown is neither glamorous nor to be envied, and will surely end either abruptly by the sword or slowly, starving in a ditch far from the comforts of civilisation.”
“A quote from that imaginary codex of yours?”
Allazar sniffed. “The Book of Zaine is the Codex Maginarum, Longsword, and no, it is not a quote from that revered tome. It is not a quote at all, though perhaps it should be; I made it up myself, just now.”
“You should put it in your pocket Pangoricon for posterity then. Perhaps under O, for Orse-poop.”
“MiThal!” Reesen suddenly announced, snatching up his bow and pointing urgently towards the southwest, “Dark! Wings!”
Gawain dropped his saddle-bags and moved clear of Gwyn, whipping an arrow from his quiver and stringing it hastily. “How far?”
Allazar translated into elvish, and then translated Reesen’s reply. “Half a mile, Longsword, moving west to east and now heading away, turning south.”
“Graken?”
“Isst, miThal. Graken.”
Minutes passed slowly, wind stirring their cloaks and the long grasses around them. Eyes strained, but in the darkness, only the Sight of the Kindred Ranger could possibly see the creature of aquamire winging its silent way through the night.
Finally, Reesen let out a long breath.
“Gone?” Gawain asked.
Allazar translated.
“Arr, gone, miThal.”
“Thank you.”
“Arr, well done, mate,” Ognorm added, arrow in one hand and slipping the handle of his Meggen’s mace back through a loop in his belt with the other, before giving Reesen a comradely slap on the shoulder.
“It swung due south?” Gawain asked, and Allazar confirmed the direction the Graken and its rider had been taking before it was lost to Reesen’s sight.
“Yes. Following a track slightly east of Castletown, Longsword.”
“Where in sight of the sun is it headed then? Beyond the vineyards south of the town there’s little more than open plains, all the way to the hills of Dun Meven in Callodon. A few farms perhaps, a hamlet or two.”
“The Hallencloister lies that way.” Allazar said quietly.
“You think the Hallencloister in Morloch’s hands?” Gawain gasped.
“In truth, I don’t know what to think. I never imagined we would encounter a Graken this side of Elvendere, not since victory at the Far-gor. Not so soon.”
“They put a Grimmand onto the plains south of Ferdan from the back of one of those things. On a night such as this, they could pass through the skies entirely unseen, except for the Rangers. And we’re half a day north of Juria’s Hall, so any Rangers on duty there would not have seen it. It could’ve crossed Elvendere, then looped around Castletown and even now might be heading back west to reach Gorian lands before daybreak.”
“Or continuing south, to its master’s lair. Whether to the Hallencloister or elsewhere, how are we to know?”
“We cannot know. The Graken hardly leaves a trail that might be followed. Not even that famous elf hunter Elayeen spoke of, what was his name, Yargo, could track that beast.”
“Yargo?” Reesen suddenly announced, and Gawain swung around to look at the powerfully-built elf.
“You know the story? Of Yargo?” Gawain asked.
Reesen stared at him, brown eyes barely visible in the dark. Then he looked up and around, his pupils snapping to pinpoints. “Yargo see Graken. Reesen see Graken. Yargo, see Graken… hunt Graken… kill Graken. Reesen hunt Graken, miThal?”
“Nai,” Gawain asserted. “Allazar, please tell Reesen I don’t require him to hunt the Graken. Just to keep watch for it.”
“Very well,” Allazar nodded, and translated the order while Gawain turned around and stared hopelessly into the darkness in the direction of Castletown.
“I wish I knew what this means, wizard. With Morloch drained beyond the Teeth, his army destroyed, and the west most likely in the hands of dark wizards jealously guarding their own domains, I wish I knew what this Graken means.”
Allazar sighed. “I do not know precisely what this means, Longsword, but I do know it means nothing good. We can’t begin to guess what manner of evil retribution Morloch now plans for these lands in the aftermath of Far-gor. One thing I do know is that I am glad indeed the Kindred Rangers are scattered about the lands, to keep watch for such evil.”
“Yes. Perhaps word of their existence and their duty hasn’t yet reached Morloch’s ears. Perhaps the southlands will have a period of advantage in that respect, at least for a short time.”
“Perhaps. But for now, we should sleep. Tomorrow we must warn Hellin of Juria of this new threat to her lands.”
“Assuming that the Rangers there aren’t already aware of it. This may not be the first visitation the creature has made near the Crown’s hall. Reesen, first watch.”
“Isst, miThal.”
“You can unstring your arrow now, Ognorm.”
“Arr, melord, though I hope you won’t mind if I keep it ‘andy anyways.”
“No, I won’t mind,” Gawain smiled in the dark, flipping his string back into position around his wrist and replacing his own yard-long shaft into his quiver. He’d been pleased when he’d seen the dwarf make ready for throwing as soon as Reesen had given the warning; there was something almost Raheen about it.
 
Sleep was fitful, and the small party on the plains felt a tangible sense of relief when dawn lightened the sky and made their bleak surroundings visible to ordinary eyes. Breakfast, such as it was, was hurried, all of them were anxious to be on their way. It was cold, damp, windy, and far from welcoming, and thinking of the warmth and comforts which awaited them in the Jurian capitol half a day’s ride west of south made for additional haste when they broke camp.
Broken cloud, white, lumpy and low, seemed to be racing them to the high-walled town Gawain had visited several times before, once when he and Allazar had stolen into the Ramoth tower there, torturing the emissary within for the ingredients of the poison which had almost cost King Willam his life. Thinking of that, and the Graken with its dark rider the night before, added a sense of urgency to the journey, and Gwyn reacted to it, kicking up through the trot to the canter. No-one protested the increased pace.
Finally, tedious grasses began to give way to cultivated land, tilled soil, fallow fields, and habitations. Just before noon, the walls of Juria appeared over the horizon, and then the Keep of Castletown itself. Riders of the Grey short-rangers spotted their approach, and rode to meet them, challenge them, then greet them before providing escort all the way to the north gate.
Word of their arrival was rushed ahead to the Hall, and it was only after the rider bearing the message had sped away down the long cobbled road through the town that the smiling gate watch officer finally accepted Allazar’s assurance that he knew the way, and permitted them to pass unescorted. It was, the gate watch officer said, more than his job was worth to allow them to reach the Hall before word of their arrival had been given.
Neither Reesen nor Ognorm had ever witnessed the spectacle of a castle town before, and they were agog, heads and eyes swivelling this way and that. The wall surrounding the town was immense, and over the centuries had been reinforced, extended outward and inward, and were so thickened that now habitations and workplaces formed an integral part of their base.
Blacksmiths, wheelwrights, carpenters, coopers, all manner of tradesmen laboured in the workshops set deep into the foot of the great wall. And on the top, on a walkway broad enough to take a horse and cart in both directions at once, the Wallguard patrolled while other folk simply took exercise and fresh air high above the town.
Around them, as their horses clopped along the broad road towards the Keep and Hall, shops, businesses, and dwellings; the smell of cooking and the noisy bustle of daily life assailed their senses, a daily life spared destruction at the hands, teeth, and maces of Morloch’s northern horde.
Impressive the walls might appear to be, but Gawain remembered how easily he had once scaled them unseen. When the majority of Juria’s forces had been at the front line at Far-gor, leaving only civilians to guard the town, it was all too easy to imagine how the Meggen horde would’ve scrambled up the crumbling flint-and-mortar fortifications and descended upon the sleeping town, had the Kindred Army fallen…
“Is it me,” Gawain asked Allazar over the noise all around them, “Or is there a certain sadness in the air here?”
“Yes,” Allazar agreed, gazing around as if looking for the reason, “There does seem to be a lingering air of sorrow. Perhaps Willam’s death has affected the people far more than we might have thought?”
“Perhaps, but look, there’s the Keep, and its Hall. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s our old friend, Jerryn, awaiting us on the steps. He’s a good man, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he’s not soon to be Queen’s Consort, if he isn’t already. We’ll soon find out what ails Juria.”
“Oh!” Allazar sighed, and then turned to Gawain urgently. “Longsword, I advise that you do not mention Jerryn’s affection for Juria’s crown. I fear there are matters of Jurian protocol to be considered now that Willam’s daughter wears the crown. I will explain later, but best not speak of it at all.”
Gawain, puzzled and frowning, nodded his agreement to Allazar’s request as Gwyn slowed and came to a halt at the foot of the steps leading up to the entrance of the Keep. Jerryn strode down towards them as they dismounted, and called out a greeting as pages advanced to take charge of the horses.
“Well met, your Majesty, and welcome to Juria,” Jerryn announced, his uniform bright and crisp, but his expression deadpan and his eyes reflecting the odd sadness that seemed to hang heaviest in the air here near the Keep.
“Major Jerryn, my honourable friend of old,” Gawain announced, and stepped forward to clasp the officer’s arm. “I see there’s no sign of the tower and huts we burned that night, long ago.”
“No, all trace of that Ramoth curse is long gone, thanks to you. And to the wizard, Allazar. Word just arrived from the gate of your arrival, lunch was being prepared, but your visit has taken the Court by surprise. No-one expected you to pay your respects so soon, and in this bleak season.”
“There’s more to our visit, alas. Are you still Defender of the town? I gather you were responsible for all local defences while we were in the north?”
“I was, but no longer. That duty has passed back to the Commander of the Town Guard, now that peace reigns once more.”
“Then he’ll need to be advised that the peace is fragile, my friend. Ranger Reesen here spotted a Graken and a dark rider upon its back north of here last night.”
Jerryn nodded. “It’s been seen here before, a week ago, further south. We had word from a village two days’ ride beyond the vineyards. The dark wizard struck from the air, burning a granary and a number of dwellings. No-one was injured, though the fear of attack from the sky lingers. But come, her Majesty, Queen Hellin of Juria, awaits, and would welcome you more warmly than I can here on the steps of her Hall.”
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20. Matters of Protocol
 
Gawain followed where Jerryn led, through the immense iron-braced portals into the Hall, where courtiers, nobles, and officials were milling around, talking in groups or sitting at long tables, scenes which Gawain remembered well from his youth in his father’s hall. Jerryn turned sharply to the right though, and led them to a narrow stone staircase which spiralled tightly upward, a single rope banister providing a hand-hold for the passage up to the first floor, and to the Crown’s chambers there. Gawain remembered them from his last visit here after destroying the Ramoth tower, though today they would not pass beyond the large and brightly-lit council-room.
Hellin was seated behind a broad and circular oaken table, food was being brought up from the kitchens in readiness for lunch, attendants scurrying this way and that, and the wizard Mahlek, First of Juria, seated a respectful distance from Hellin’s left, rose at their approach, rapping his staff politely on the floor. There was an officer at the table Gawain did not recognise, and four men, well-dressed and clearly of high standing in Juria, and all stood politely.
Jerryn halted a respectful distance from the table and bowed. “Your Majesty,” he announced, “My lords. His royal Majesty and Commander of the Kindred Army, Gawain, King of Raheen.”
“Welcome to my Hall, Raheen, and to my table,” Hellin spoke softly, but with a curious edge to her tone. “You were not expected, or we would have provided you a welcome befitting the General who lately brought about the destruction of Morloch’s vast army. And welcome, Serre wizard Allazar, your service in the north too is well-known to us, though your service of old also remains fresh in our memory.”
Gawain and Allazar bowed an acknowledgement.
“Thank you for your welcome, Juria,” Gawain replied, formally. “The warmth of your greeting and of your Hall would be a boon in any season, never mind in bleak midwinter. When news of Willam’s death reached me in Threlland, it was my intention to pay the respects of Raheen to Juria in the spring, to express my sorrow for the loss of a great king, and friend, in that fresh season. But other events have prompted the need to bring forward my sad duty, and my journey to the south, hence my arrival unannounced.
“I am sorry, Queen Hellin, for the loss of your father. I knew him long enough to know that he was a good man, and a great king, and even in the darkest of times, the light of the world shone brighter for his presence.”
“Thank you, Gawain. He spoke well of you, and with great admiration. Will you sit, and eat? And your friends?”
“This is Reesen, Kindred Ranger, once of Elvenheth and the thalangard. His grasp of the common tongue is improving, but slowly. And this is Ognorm of Ruttmark, in Threlland. Both served us well at Far-gor.”
“Then they too are welcome at my table,” Hellin waved towards the empty seats before them. “Please, sit. You too, Major. Whatever it may be that has prompted Raheen and his First Wizard to depart the comforts of Threlland in this darkest of seasons may well be of interest to our military.”
They sat, and Gawain thought he began to understand Allazar’s caution regarding Jerryn’s relationship with Juria’s Crown. Hellin was aloof, and distant, much farther removed from outward signs of affection than mere regal inscrutability demanded; icy, even, though her welcome to Gawain and his party was certainly sincere. While platters of meats and pitchers of wine were passed around the table and plates filled, Gawain studied her, and she him.
Hellin had seemed young and fragile when first he’d met her, she demanding that the famed longsword warrior leave the tower in Juria’s capitol untouched for the sake of her father, Willam, and he agreeing, falsely, so to do. She was pale skinned, her complexion unblemished, large eyes dark brown and intelligent, long ink-black hair tumbling over her shoulders and tamed by the circlet of gold which now marked her as queen of this land. But today she looked so much older, and in spite of a lingering sadness about those rich brown eyes, so much harder.
Mahlek introduced the noblemen also taking lunch at Hellin’s table, regional lords or earls, Gawain didn’t really pay much attention and had little interest in Juria’s internal politics and governance. He was more interested in the fleeting glimpses of worry he caught in the Jurian wizard’s expression, and the distinctly deliberate manner with which Hellin avoided looking at Jerryn. Besides, not one of those five Jurian men at the table had served with the Kindred at Far-gor; Gawain knew it, and so did they.
When the pleasantries were complete, lunch began in earnest, and though Gawain had eaten frak on the move as usual, he politely picked at the food on his plate and joined in with the idle but polite conversations around him. It was only when lunch finally came to an end and the Jurian noblemen took their leave that Hellin sat back in her chair, her hands resting on the table while she eyed Gawain expectantly, and frostily.
“Is your lady well, Gawain? I did not expect ever to see you without her by your side, not since last we met at Ferdan, at Kings’ Council.”
“Thank you, yes, she is. Elayeen remains in Threlland, to rest after what was a long and eventful year for her.”
Hellin nodded. “For all of us. And now, but a few days from the beginning of a new year, here you are, after enduring rain, wind, frost and ice on your journey. We know your history, Gawain, we know your qualities. You will not lightly have abandoned your lady to journey south with so small a retinue unless there was a need the like of which might threaten all lands. Not so soon after victory in the north.”
Gawain paused while attendants cleared the last of the salvers from the table and left the chamber, doors closing firmly behind them.
“In truth there is a need, though it’s far from being a threat on the scale of Morloch’s army in the north. In truth, it’s our hope that we can complete our quest without being noticed. The fewer who know of it, the less likely we are to attract unwanted attention to our purpose and destination.”
Hellin’s expression darkened. “And do you think speaking of it here in my private chambers represents unwanted attention, or the risk of it? Perhaps you think the wizard Mahlek, who regulated Kings’ Council at Ferdan and who slew my father’s assassin before my very eyes in the Hall below us, a traitor? Would you speak thus, if my father Willam were still Juria’s Crown?”
“I believe, lady, you have attached far more meaning to my words than they were intended to convey,” Gawain frowned, seeing the anger smouldering in Hellin’s eyes. “And yes, to answer your last question first, I would have spoken precisely thus to Willam as I have to you. To answer your second, no, I do not hold Mahlek a traitor and my opinion of him is the same as that which I reserve for all wizards. Finally, and in truth, lady, my business in the south is none of Juria’s.
“I don’t know the reason for your ire, Hellin of Juria, but were I you, I should be far more concerned at having a black-eyed bastard flitting around outside your walls raining destruction from the air and sowing all manner of chaos in your lands, than at the reason for my journey south.”
“There are those,” Hellin glowered, “Who say that this black-eyed bastard flits about my lands in retribution for Juria’s assistance with your deeds. There are those, Gawain of Raheen, who say that my father’s death is but Morloch’s spite for your actions in the north. I am not so weak-willed as to be swayed by the mumblings of such idiots, but retribution there doubtless shall be, and it is Juria which shall suffer it, along with all other lands south of the Teeth.
“Meanwhile, here sit you, Lord Vex, as they who survived the battle call you now, in my Hall, on the cusp of another adventure, this time in the south, which shall doubtless vex Morloch once again and bring yet more of his retribution upon our heads. Since it is I, and my people, who shall suffer the inevitable consequences of your deeds, I do not think it beyond the bounds of my demesne to know the nature of those deeds. Or do you disagree?”
Gawain noted the flush of anger in Hellin’s cheeks, and the look of worry in Mahlek’s eyes. That Hellin was Queen of Juria was not in doubt. Nor was her anger, evinced by the slight flaring of her nostrils, the passion burning in her eyes, and the way her fingers pressed white upon the polished surface of the ancient table before her. Gawain felt the stirring of a familiar anger all his own, and understood at once the nature of her ire. She, like Gawain, had lost much, and though Hellin had been raised to ascend to the throne, doubtless neither she nor anyone else had imagined the crown would pass to her so soon, and at such cost.
“There is a device,” he said softly, “Of ancient design, once intended to shield all against the darkness of Morloch, but corrupted by whitebeard treachery into a thing of great evil. We go to destroy that device, and remove all possibility of it being used against our world. If word of our duty and our destination reaches the enemy, and if they achieve ownership of the device before we do, then, as Morloch’s Breath destroyed my land, so will this thing make of yours and all others a lifeless wilderness.”
Hellin’s eyes widened, and the anger seemed to drain out of her.
“In truth?” Mahlek whispered, though in horror at the thought of such a thing rather than any mistrust of Gawain’s words.
“In truth,” Allazar said softly.
Hellin closed her eyes, and let out her breath in a long, drawn out sigh. “I would I had not asked,” she whispered. “I would I had my father’s courage and his trust in your judgement. Yet I cannot but remember how you deceived me, on the open plains, in sight of the sun and of my lancers, the day you said you would spare the Ramoth tower here.”
Then she sighed again, opened her eyes, and straightened in her chair. “What do you need from Juria, to aid you in this quest?”
“Nothing. In truth. Too many and we draw attention. It’s my hope to go quickly and quietly and end this thing with no-one, friend or foe, any the wiser.”
Hellin shook her head. “If all lands are threatened by this thing, I would have Jurian hands aid in its recovery, and Jurian eyes witness its destruction.”
“I will go,” Jerryn announced, firmly and hurriedly, and Gawain saw a look of utter catastrophe flit across Hellin’s expression before her regal composure returned. “Mine shall be the hands and eyes, by your leave, your Majesty, and if you will have me, my lord.”
Gawain pondered a moment, and then nodded. “If the Crown demands I take a Jurian officer with me, then I can think of few if any yet living more honourable, Jerryn. But be certain, my friend of old. There’ll be no turning back once we leave for the south.”
“Would not a wizard serve your quest better?” Hellin asked, deadpan, inscrutable once again.
“We have one, thank you. And with a dark wizard on the wing at large in these lands, you’ll need all the friendly sticks on your side you can muster.”
Hellin nodded, light catching the hair cascading over her shoulder. “There are few enough we trust within the curtain walls of the Keep, and those new Rangers who have elected to keep watch over Juria are hard pressed with this new threat to our lands. They seek to determine the direction of the creature’s lair while at the same time watching for any threat it may deposit hereabouts. Our riders, too, have had little time for rest since their return from the north. They stand ready to advance, in whatever direction the Rangers determine they are needed.”
“Your Majesty,” Allazar announced quietly, “It is my hope that soon a courier shall arrive from Threlland, bearing copies of a document which Master Mahlek and the Rangers may find of use against the evil on the wing, and against any vile creations it might loose upon your land.”
“Thank you, wizard Allazar. Though your famed white staff would doubtless avail us more than the knowledge this document contains. The winged beast is elusive, and has been careful to remain beyond the range of the weapons at our disposal.”
“Alas,” Allazar sighed, but Hellin held up a pale hand to forestall any further apology.
“I have duties which command my attention below,” she announced, “And I daresay you are anxious to continue your journey south, Gawain. I am grateful, and honoured, that you have taken time from your quest to pay your respects to my father’s memory, and to the Crown. You are of course welcome to remain as long as you wish, though I doubt you have any desire to languish in such comforts as my Hall might provide; not while a threat as dread as that which you have described remains in the world. Major Jerryn will ensure you have what provisions you may require.”
“Thank you, Hellin,” Gawain acknowledged, recognising the unmistakeable tone of dismissal in her voice, “We shall delay only long enough for Major Jerryn to make what preparations and farewells he needs before we take our leave. His shall be a welcome addition to our company, and I have no doubt he will serve Juria with honour, as he did when first he and I met.”
“The Major’s qualities are well known to us, and thus require no further commendation, Raheen. I have no doubt he will continue to serve Juria’s best interests. I shall bid you all farewell, then, and for the sake of all lands, speed your journey. You may be sure none here shall learn the nature of your quest.”
Hellin moved to stand, and all others did, and bowed as she took her leave, a worried-looking wizard Mahlek close behind her. Jerryn’s eyes followed her progress across the rear of the council chamber to the Crown’s Door, and lingered there a moment when that door closed behind Mahlek. Then he took a deep breath, straightened his back, and turned to Gawain.
“My lord, I shall require an hour, by your leave, to make ready horse and provisions.”
Gawain nodded. “Take what time you need, Major. Is there somewhere I and my party might wait while you are making ready?”
“Her Majesty has matters of Court to attend to, and will be engaged in the Great Hall long beyond the hour of our departure. I am sure there would be no objection to your remaining here while I make my preparations. Is there anything else you need for our journey?”
“A bottle or two of Jurian brandy might come in useful, Jerryn. It’s cold out there, and unlikely to be any warmer where we’re going.”
The officer, tall and proud, nodded a bow, and with a glance at the others, took his leave, using the same spiral staircase they’d ascended earlier.
“Well,” Allazar announced softly, “I had not expected to find Juria so cold, nor to be dismissed in so perfunctory a manner. Much has happened, I think, since Willam’s demise.”
Gawain sat, the others following suit, but with Ognorm leading Reesen further around the table and away from the conversation between Allazar and Gawain.
“Hellin has lost her father, and in terrible circumstances,” Gawain said softly, “The full weight of the crown has fallen upon her, her land is under threat from a dark wizard on the wing, and something else too seems to be weighing heavily upon her.”
“Yes. I believe it is the matter I urged you not to mention when first we arrived. The haste with which Major Jerryn volunteered his services to our quest would seem also to confirm my suspicions.”
“Which are?”
“Matters of protocol. As wizard to Brock of Callodon I was obliged of course to make myself aware of court protocol here in Juria, given the long and occasionally troubled history between the two nations.” Allazar sighed again, his expression an image of sadness. “The love between Hellin and the dashing Major Jerryn was plain to behold at Kings’ Council in Ferdan last summer; and, at the time, perfectly acceptable given the quiet blessing of the Crown, her father. But now she herself is Crown, it is entirely out of the question. To preserve the noble heritage of the crown, the laws of Juria dictate she may now only marry one of noble bloodline, and Major Jerryn, no matter how honourable, is, I fear, of common stock.”
“But at Ferdan…”
Allazar nodded. “At Ferdan she was but Willam’s daughter, first-born it is true, but the law, with the king’s blessing, would have permitted their union. I fear, Longsword, they waited too long, or events intervened in their lives which prevented the union they both clearly desired. Now, with Willam dead, it is impossible for them to be together.”
“Then that is why, on hearing of the nature of our journey, Jerryn was so quick to offer his services. Curse all whitebeards, Allazar, for heaping such misery upon such noble heads. He can no more stand to be near Hellin and touch her not, than I can bear to be near to Elayeen, and never closer than a hair’s breadth.”
“Yet,” Allazar almost whispered, “You, Longsword, have the hope that once our lady’s unknown duty is fulfilled, you may be together once again as you were, and as you should be. For Jerryn, the moment Willam died and the crown passed to his unwed love Hellin, hope died too. For certainly, she must wed another, or spend her days, and her nights, utterly alone.”
“Then he knows a deeper pain than even I do, Allazar. And that is pain indeed.”
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21. ‘Ot Soup
 
A page informed Gawain that Major Jerryn was ready to depart, and they found him adjusting the straps and waterproof coverings on the back of a pack-horse at the foot of the Great Hall’s steps. It had started to drizzle, and the sky was a uniform dull grey.
“Supplies, Jerryn?” Gawain asked.
“Aye, my lord. I expect you’ll wish to avoid habitations once we’re clear of the walls, so took the liberty. She’s a good horse too, and not heavily laden. Won’t slow us down any.”
Gawain nodded. “We’ve a long way to go, and yes, supplies may well be needed along the way. Have you said your farewells?”
Jerryn flicked a glance towards the mighty portals at the top of the steps. “Aye, my lord, some time ago now. There’s nothing now to delay my departure.”
“Then let’s away. South for a while, and then a slightly more westerly course. The Jarn Gap is our destination now.”
“My lord.”
Gawain and Allazar led the way towards the south gate, Ognorm and Reesen following, with Jerryn and the pack-horse bringing up the rear. Few in the town noted their departure, most folk scurrying about their business wrapped against the weather and heads down against the swirling gusts which drove cold and misty rain into eyes and faces. If the gate-watch were at all curious as to their identity and destination, they kept their questions well-wrapped in their scarves and were content simply to wave the travellers through the wall and out onto the southern track.
Once off the cobbled road and onto the hard-packed track that led away from the inns and dwellings outside the walls, Gwyn stepped up to the trot, and that was the pace they maintained, swinging slightly east after an hour to pass around a small hamlet and its fallow fields. It was still drizzling when Gawain judged it too dark to proceed safely, and they made their night-camp, tending the horses before sitting miserably upon their saddles, cloaks drawn tight.
It was only when Jerryn had eased the supplies from the pack-horse and given the animal the attention it deserved that he spoke, and surprised them with a question.
“Shall I break out the stove and heat some soup, my lord?”
“Ah!” Allazar beamed in the darkness.
“Stove?” Gawain asked, “Soup?”
“Aye my lord. I have a cavalry camp stove, and dried provisions. There’s water in the stream yonder. It’ll be fresh, we’re far enough from the town now for it not to be fouled.”
“Will it not attract attention?”
“Not on a night like this, my lord.”
“True. Well, yes, if you have some way of firing the stove, and without it drawing attention. Not fuelled by ellamas oil and pyre-brick, is it?”
“The elvish stuff Captain Byrne told me of? No, my lord. The Greys are trialling the use of charcoal biscuit pressed with wood-tar. It has an odd odour when burned in quantity, but with this drizzle it shouldn’t carry.”
Gawain shrugged, and they watched with feigned disinterest while Jerryn set up what looked like a slender metal box in the middle of their small ring of saddles, and then went to fill a camp pan of water.
“Charcoal biscuit pressed with wood-tar?” Gawain asked the wizard seated next to him.
Allazar shrugged. “Wood-tar is quite flammable when heated. It remains to be seen how effective this device is. If I were you, Longsword, I would commence to eating your frak, it may be some time before the water simmers.”
It actually took no longer than a wood fire would have taken to heat the pan of soup made with dried provisions. The fuel tablets Jerryn placed in the box glowed a cherry red once ignited with a dash of clear spirits from a bottle and a smack of a firestone on a boot knife. The aroma of the soup simmering soon overpowered the faint and waxy odour of the stove’s fuel, which was practically smokeless.
“Stove,” Ognorm pointed.
“Stove,” Reesen dutifully repeated.
“Pan.”
“Pan.”
“’Ot soup.”
“Ot soup. Ot soup, pan, stove. Wet orse blanky. Wet cloak. Wet boot…ss.”
“Arr.”
Jerryn shot an inquisitive look at Gawain, who shook his head sadly. “Don’t ask, Jerryn.”
The officer smiled and nodded. “It won’t be long, my lord,” and he fetched five battered-looking tin cups from the pack and handed them around.
“Cup fer ‘ot soup.”
“Cupfa rot soup,” Reesen tapped the rim of his cup with a fingernail, adding: “Arr. Ot soup good.”
“This device, my lord,” Jerryn asked quietly, taking Gawain’s cup and dunking it into the pan to fill it with steaming liquid, “The object of our quest. May I know what it is?”
Gawain took the cup and blew on it, sipping the hot liquid tentatively. In truth, it was welcome, and certainly a comfort on a night such as this.
“It’s a metal ball, about six inches across. An orb, made long ago and imbued with immense energy,” Gawain explained briefly as Jerryn filled each of their cups in turn. “It derives its power from sunlight, and is death to all who approach it in the daytime. It’ll need a night like this for us to recover it safely. Then, once it’s ours, we take it out into the Sea of Hope, and cast it into the depths forever.”
Jerryn sipped his own soup, thoughtfully. “And this thing is near Jarn?”
“Close by, deep in the forest near the borders of Juria and Callodon, and what was the Old Kingdom.”
“Will we be journeying first to Callodon, then, to notify King Brock?”
“Yes. Callodon Castletown is on the way to the Jarn Gap. We’ll need to arrange for a ship and a trusted crew, and for a discreet escort across southern Callodon to one of the harbours on the coast once we have the Orb. And I don’t want to take the horses into the forest again. It was bad enough the first time. We’ll leave them in care of friends from Callodon while we go in on foot. Is there anything else you want to know?”
“No, my lord, not this night.”
Gawain nodded. “It’s good soup, thank you.”
“Ot soup good,” Reesen interjected.
“And not a hint of fish in it,” Gawain smiled in the darkness.
“My lord?” Jerryn frowned.
“Sorry, just remembering battle-camp at Far-gor.”
“I was sorry not to be there with you all.”
“You had your duties as Defender of the capitol. Willam did offer me your services, you know. I declined, knowing how well-regarded you and your service to the Crown were at home.”
“Not so well-regarded now, my lord, as I daresay you may have noticed.”
“Allazar has mentioned matters of protocol.”
“Yes,” Jerryn sighed. “His Majesty, King Willam, was to have made an announcement to all in the Hall. It was to have been a dual celebration, a celebration of peace through victory in the north, and a celebration of betrothal. He was slain before the announcement could be made and ratified in accordance with custom and protocol. So much more than our king died that night. There is nothing, now. Nothing but duty.”
“So I understand. We have much in common, Jerryn, as you will doubtless discover on our journey south together. Duty, it seems, binds all our lives together, and duty has brought each of us to this night, and to this place.”
“There’s a saying at ‘ome in the Ruttmark, melord, my father used to say it. ‘Choices is things you get to make, duty’s a thing you can’t but do.’ I used to think it was daft, ‘til I found meself marching side-by-side with me mates, off to war.”
Allazar sighed. “Duty. It is at once a nebulous thing, intangible, and a word that lives ever in the realm of poets and philosophers. Yet nothing is more clear, or tangible, and nothing so demanding, for those who hear its call. It drives men weeping with pride to their doom, and leaves behind, weeping with pride at that doom and filled with envy, the lesser men who hear it not.”
There was a short and thoughtful silence.
“Orse-poop,” Gawain sighed, breaking the spell, and evincing a chuckle from all but Reesen, who simply smiled.
“Then here’s to ‘ot soup and duty, says I,” Ognorm announced quietly, holding forth his steaming tin cup.
“Aye, hot soup and duty,” Gawain agreed, and the toast was made with the dull metallic ring of the cups over the camp stove.
 
On New Year’s Eve, they passed quietly through the vineyards two days south of Castletown and crossed the stream where Allazar had encountered Gawain and given warning of Morloch’s Black Riders, almost killing his horse to do so, back in the summer of Gawain’s second year in the lowlands. Gawain recognised the place even if Allazar seemed not to.
The weather alternated between northerly gales and lashing rain, and northerly winds and blustery rain, interspersed with occasional dry but cold days that scarcely allowed clothing to dry. For the sake of the supply of fuel for Jerryn’s stove, hot soup was limited to those nights when the weather permitted the stove to be lit and to function effectively. Duty, of course, remained unaffected by the inclement weather.
Gawain took a slightly more westerly route once on the open plains, electing to pass well clear of the D’ith Hallencloister near the tri-border area between eastern Juria, southern Mornland and northern Arrun. As much as his curiosity concerning the Hallencloister nagged him to pass close enough to see for himself the despised whitebeard citadel and capitol, caution and common sense won the day. If the Hallencloister had indeed fallen to Morloch’s minions, Gawain needed to stay well clear of it, at least until the Orb of Arristanas had been secured and safely disposed of. Not until they were well clear of the wizard’s citadel did Gawain swing slowly back to a more southerly course.
The five companions endured the weather well, and the travelling was made in good spirits. With each mile further south from Juria’s Keep, Jerryn’s mood became lighter, his eyes brighter, and the freedom and openness of the plains seemed to fill him, leaving no room for an excess of sorrows.
Gawain felt it, too, and recognised it. It was the relaxed joy of travelling, of being neither one place nor another, many miles yet from danger, and many miles away from the sharp pain of broken love and yearning. That sharp pain was reduced now to a dull ache, senses filled instead with the mundane business of the journey. Gawain was Raheen and made for horsemanship and wide open spaces. Jerryn too felt the liberation of vistas unbroken by walls or buildings, and of far horizons and limitless skies.
It had taken the three of Raheen some six weeks of hard travelling to reach the vicinity of the Jarn Gap from Ferdan, but that had been in summer and the journey was made in haste. Now, six weeks after leaving Juria’s walled castletown behind them, they were passing the Dun Meven hills that marked Arrun’s south-western border with Callodon, and had already been in Brock’s land for some days. Gawain swung their track further west once the hills were behind them, heading for Brock’s home, and Callodon Castletown.
And not once did Reesen give warning.
Until, in the late afternoon of the fourteenth day of February, a bitterly cold but bright day and with signs of cultivation on the southern horizon, the Kindred Ranger suddenly stood in his stirrups, gazing almost due east…
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22. Harks Hearth
 
“Mithal! Graken! East go west. Slow!”
“Dwarfspit! What range?”
“Far?” Ognorm translated.
“Three mile far, miThal.”
“Anybody else see it?” Gawain asked, stringing an arrow.
“Alas,” Allazar replied, shielding his eyes.
“No, my lord,” Jerryn grunted, heaving on his crossbow’s cocking-lever.
“Nope,” Ognorm announced, flexing his shoulders and stringing an arrow. “Pointy, Reesen, high, low?”
“Low,” and Reesen pointed a rock-steady finger towards the higher hills slightly north of east. Then he uttered a stream of quiet elvish.
“The Graken is following the terrain, Longsword, staying about fifty feet above the ground.”
More elvish, and then Allazar gripped his staff and turned a worried gaze towards Gawain. “It appears to have seen us, and is altering course directly towards us.”
“There’s no cover here. Spread out, and let’s run. If it thinks we’re fleeing in fear it might drop its guard and close in for the kill. When it’s in range, Allazar, kindly shred the bastard. Hai, Gwyn!”
The horses kicked through to the run, but Gawain held them short of a full gallop. He wanted to bring the Graken and its rider in range of Allazar’s lightning-tree, not to outrun the creature.
“I see it now m’lord!” Jerryn shouted over the heavy thudding of hooves, “It’s closing slowly!”
“Ride on!” Gawain cried, and flicked a glance over his left shoulder, the dot in the east lengthening to a hyphen against the bright blue of the cloudless sky. The Graken was climbing, gaining altitude for a dive…
They thundered towards the fields on the southern horizon, patchworks of brown and green, tilled earth and fallow fields. The land here was all gentle, rolling hills. Nowhere to hide from death on the wing.
“Gaining fast now!” Jerryn shouted, and another glance revealed the Graken’s grotesque and unmistakeable form, leathery wings beating, the dark wizard on its back sitting forward in the high-backed chair of its saddle.
“Ready Allazar!” Gawain cried, horses snorting now, sensing the urgency and perhaps even the evil in the air.
Allazar swung the white Dymendin under his arm, holding it like a lance, leaning forward over his horse’s neck and gazing to the east, judging the range…
“It’s going be’ind us melord!” Ognorm shouted, and sure enough, the Graken swooped…
But not over their heads. Instead, it dived at a point perhaps a hundred yards behind the line of the five running horses, almost touching the ground, wings stretched wide. Gawain caught a glimpse of the Graken rider’s plain steel mask, its three simple holes for eyes and mouth angled directly towards him, and behind the high-backed saddle, a large bundle or sack of something, food perhaps or supplies. But then Graken was flashing behind them, and Gawain had to swivel around in his saddle to track it.
“It’s heading to the west!” he shouted, but there was no need. All of them were tracking the Graken’s course, the horses running free and following Gwyn’s lead on open ground clear of any obstructions.
The Graken lifted, uttering a piercing shriek, tilting its wings to swing around to the south, slowing abruptly as it wheeled around and up, two hundred yards directly ahead of them, perhaps two hundred and fifty feet above the ground. Black, smoky spheres began dropping either side of the creature’s neck, falling from the ends of a long rod the demGoth rider held outstretched before him.
“Allazar!” Gawain screamed, “Bring it down! Bring it down!”
Earth began erupting ahead of them where those smoky black spheres struck the ground, and Gwyn swung to the right. An arrow flashed white in the sky overhead, and Gawain saw it strike the Graken in its left side near the wing root. Then a streak of white lightning obliterated his view of the creature, leaving only the thundering of hooves and the whump-whump! double concussions of the black fireballs to assail his senses.
There was a brief and horrible squeal, a sound Gawain recognised immediately, the sound of a horse going down. A glance over his left shoulder, and his stomach lurched. Allazar’s horse was tumbling horribly on the verdant earth. Allazar was rolling like a rag doll on the grass. The Graken, several hundred yards north of them now, was already beginning slowly to wheel around again.
“Allazar!” Gawain screamed, rage and something else bursting through him, “Allazar!”
Gwyn dug in and swung hard to the east, and the others followed suit, their horses making a wider arc as they raced back to the fallen wizard. Allazar was lying motionless on the ground, his famed Dymendin staff sticking up at an acute angle, at least eighteen inches of it buried in the soft and rain-soaked earth some two dozen yards behind him.
Gawain, of course, reached him first, dismounting nimbly as Gwyn came to an abrupt halt in a shower of dirt and clods of grass.
“Allazar! Allazar!” Gawain knelt by the wizard’s head, and well-trained hands moved swiftly over grubby robes, now stained and streaked green and brown with grass and dirt.
Allazar groaned.
“Don’t move! Don’t move Allazar!” Gawain insisted, continuing to check for broken bones as first Reesen and then Jerryn blasted past them, heading north.
Gawain turned to follow their track as Ognorm reined in and dismounted, arrow strung ready in hand. Reesen loosed an arrow, which seemed to burst clean through the Graken’s left wing, and Jerryn loosed a bolt, which struck the creature low in the belly. The demGoth rider leaned forward, making himself a smaller target, and the Graken flapped lower, building speed, heading towards the downed wizard.
Reesen got off another arrow, hitting the beast in the belly as it flew over his head.
“The staff!” Gawain shouted, realising that there could only be one reason why the Graken was coming towards them so low, and so slow. The demGoth had seen the white Dymendin sticking up from the ground, abandoned…
Gawain and Ognorm sprinted forward.
“Vex!” Ognorm screamed, hurling his arrow at the same moment Gawain hurled his, “Vex!” he yelled again, dragging his mace clear of his belt. Both arrows struck, Gawain’s hitting dead centre of the Graken’s chest and Ognorm’s catching one of the beast’s lizard-like fore-legs.
Gawain hurled one more arrow, which flew harmlessly past the demGoth’s head, the rider leaning wide of the saddle, a rod of Asteran in his right hand, his left extended to make a grab for the Dymendin. As Gawain’s arrow flashed past his head, the demGoth jerked back instinctively, heaving on the reins as his did so.
Gawain simply dived headlong, his weight crashing into the staff and dragging it down to the ground beneath him, safe from the dark wizard’s grasp.
“Vex!” Ognorm screamed again, and swung his mace, taking a mighty leap from the ground as he did so, smashing the iron-headed weapon into the leading edge of the Graken’s left wing as it rose up and flew over them.
Gawain felt a fine mist, like drizzle, and was astonished when he found his hand smeared with black blood after wiping his face. He heard the Graken shriek in pain, saw it wheeling away towards the hills in the east, saw the flash of arrow and bolt streaking towards it from Reesen and Jerryn still on horseback and charging briefly in pursuit.
The Graken laboured to gain height, fleeing towards the east, shrieking in pain and misery, and then, when it was a mile or more from them, its left wing seemed suddenly to rise up, limp, fluttering like a torn sail, and it began to spin, descending rapidly and out of control, and was lost from view behind a rise in the hills.
Gawain grabbed up the Dymendin staff, marvelling at its extraordinary weight, and ran back to the fallen wizard.
“Allazar, don’t move,” Gawain ordered, seeing the wizard’s head lolling.
Again, Gawain checked for broken bones, and finding nothing obvious, dared with Ognorm’s help to roll the wizard onto his back.
Allazar’s eyes rolled, pupils oddly dilated in spite of the brightness of the day. Gawain waved his hand over the wizard’s head, its shadow passing across Allazar’s eyes.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain grimaced as Ognorm knelt at the wizard’s other side. “I’ve seen this before, the wizard’s head has taken a blow, we need to get him to a healer, quickly.”
“His poor ‘orse is dead, melord, though we can use the pack-‘orse Jerryn brung?”
“Allazar can’t ride. I’ll carry him…”
“I’ll be carrying the wizard, melord, if there’s anything at all needs lifting and shifting, I’ll be the one who does it.”
Gawain noted the set of Ognorm’s expression, and nodded. “Hold him gently then, and keep his head as still as you can.”
“Arr, melord, you can count on me.”
And with that, Ognorm slipped the bloodied mace through his belt-loop, slid his immense and powerful arms under Allazar’s back and legs, and lifted him gently from the ground as easily and tenderly as a mother might lift and cradle an infant.
Reesen reined in nearby, bow at the ready and his gaze turned to the hills in the east, while Jerryn, slinging his crossbow over his shoulders, dismounted and led Ognorm’s horse forward, whistling for the distant pack-horse to come.
“Head due south,” Gawain ordered, “With as much haste as Allazar’s safety will permit. Callodon is too far, we’ll head for Harks Hearth, but must make the gates before nightfall. I’ll catch up with you shortly!”
Nods of agreement, and while Ognorm mounted, cradling the wizard in his arms, Jerryn led the pack-horse back to Gawain before moving off on Ognorm’s left flank.
“Mithal?”
“Isst, Reesen?”
“Dark man, far, walk. East.”
Gawain shielded his eyes and looked towards the hills.
“No Graken,” Reesen added.
“Vizarrn?”
“Isst, miThal, vizarrn am Morloch.”
“Mitak, Reesen,” Gawain acknowledged, and the Ranger moved off to catch up with Jerryn and the others.
For a moment, Gawain stared long and hard towards the east. There was a dark wizard on foot. A Graken-riding black-eyed bastard who served Morloch. An old and familiar rage seemed to bubble deep inside, a dark yearning to leap on Gwyn’s back, charge headlong across the scrubby plains and into the hills, there to split that Morloch-spawned evil in two. Then he swung his gaze to the south, his companions diminishing as they rode towards the horizon, Allazar cradled in Ognorm’s arms. Trembling, Gawain screwed his eyes shut, and with deep breaths, quelled the rage that had been building dangerously within…
Gawain retrieved Allazar’s packs and saddle-bags from the wizard’s dead horse, and added them to what few provisions remained on the back of the pack-horse. The Dymendin staff, its heft like iron, remained firmly in Gawain’s grip, and he laid it across his legs and his saddle. It was far too heavy for him to hold upright and rest on his boot as the wizard always did when on horseback. Clearly, the circles of Raheen did not intend for Gawain, or anyone else for that matter, to wield the staff as easily as did Allazar.
He looked again to the east, straining his eyes, looking for any sign of movement which might be the demGoth Graken-rider. Leaving such evil at large in gentle lands was abhorrent to Gawain. But he also remembered Tyrane’s description of Harks Hearth and the one law which even Brock himself could not overrule, and Allazar was injured, possibly quite seriously. The demGoth would have to wait. According to the map of the lowlands Gawain carried in his head, there was nothing beyond those hills except the immense body of water that was Lake Arrunmere, source of the grand River Sudenstem which marked Arrun’s southern border with Callodon.
The dark wizard could wait, he told himself again. Allazar could not.
When Gwyn and Gawain caught up with the others, the pack-horse following dutifully, Gawain was astonished to see them moving at the trot. Ognorm had risen slightly out of the saddle, his powerful thighs straining and absorbing all shocks and motion while the horse moved beneath him. Allazar lay frighteningly still in the dwarf’s arms, looking suddenly small, and terribly fragile.
Gawain rode ahead, signalling for Jerryn to take charge of the pack-horse and to move to Ognorm’s right flank, while Reesen kept watch on the left. Their progress was faster than Gawain imagined it might have been, but for the sake of Allazar’s safety, slower than he would’ve liked. But he’d seen other riders fall at speed, and in his early days, had even come a cropper several times himself, the headache lasting for days. Haste, he knew, could kill as well as cure.
They rode across tilled and fallow fields, and though there were huts here and there doubtless containing agricultural tools and implements, there were no dwellings to be seen. Onwards, at the trot, heads swivelling, Ognorm astonishing them with his strength and endurance. The sun was sinking fast in the west when, finally, they crested a rise, and ahead, perhaps a mile and a half, they saw the high walls of the fortified town and winter store houses of Harks Hearth, exactly as Tyrane had described to Gawain on the Canal of Thal-Marrahan.
By the time they reached the cobbled but muddy track leading to the main gates, the sky was blood-red, the sun setting behind the western hills beyond which, some four days ride, lay Callodon Castletown. And the main gates were closed.
“Open the gates!” Gawain shouted, as they came to a halt some yards before them.
“Bugger off ‘til morning, we got rules!” came the reply from a surly looking guardsman on the crenellated wall.
“I know your rules, Guardsman of Callodon! It is not yet nightfall! Open the gates! We have an injured man here and a dark threat nearby!”
“The rules is, if I can’t see a white thread when I hold it up, it’s nightfall, and I can’t see no thread!”
“The sky is still red, you dolt! Open the vakin gate or I’ll climb up there and open you!”
“Oy! What’s all the shouting?” another voice behind the wall asked.
“Gate’s are shut, Sarge. Some mouthy goit with what looks like a dead wizard, a dwarf, an elf, and a Jurian wants ‘em opened.”
“The sun has not yet set! Open the gates in Brock’s name!”
The second face appeared, peering over the battlements, and blanched.
“Oh by the vurken Teeth it’s Vex himself! Open the gates! Open the gates you idiot!”
The first face promptly disappeared, and as the last rays of the sun lanced through the gaps in the western hills, the gates rumbled, and a crack appeared between them.
Gwyn surged forward, the remainder following slowly. Inside, Gawain spotted a face he recognised, the Sergeant of the Guard who had ordered the gates cracked.
“Erik, well met. Is there a healer here? The wizard Allazar is hurt!”
“Aye, my lord, there is!” the astonished sergeant announced, halfway down the steps from the battlements, and turned his face towards the gloom of the town and the lamplighters scurrying hither and yon. “Whitesleeves!” he screamed, “Whitesleeves t’ the gates!”
Gawain dismounted as those very gates closed with a solid thunk which rumbled underfoot and spoke of great weight and strength. From around the corner of the guardhouse, stretcher-bearers and a white-sleeved healer arrived at the run, and Ognorm gently laid the stricken wizard upon the litter.
“Hard fall from a horse!” Gawain called.
The whitesleeves waved an acknowledgement, and the stricken wizard was borne away, Ognorm following in answer to a nod from Gawain.
“There was a dark wizard on foot, some miles back. Do you have Kindred Rangers here?”
“Aye, my lord, one, elf by the name of Kern. Makes his rounds on the walls soon, good bloke he is, too.”
“Kern, good, miThal,” Reesen agreed, resting his bow on his boot, Jerryn beside him.
“Erik, this is Reesen, and Jerryn, friends of mine. Get Kern up on the wall and keep a good watch. Jerryn, this is Erik, Sergeant of the Callodon Guard. I first knew him when he was a corporal, as honourable then as he is now.”
“Serre,” Erik saluted.
“Jerryn, see to our horses and gear, and above all else, keep this white stick safe. In fact, best pass it to Ognorm, tell him not to let go of it, and tell him to remain by Allazar’s side, no matter what.”
“Aye, my lord. And you?”
“Reesen and I are going hunting.”
“Hunting?” Erik gasped, “My lord, the sun has set, this is Harks Hearth, we cannot open the gates now until sunrise, not even for you!”
“Reesen and I can use ropes to descend the wall. Once we leave, we won’t approach the walls until dawn, so if you see anything out there in the meantime, it won’t be us.”
“Understood, my lord.”
Jerryn looked aghast. “Serre, is this wise…?”
“There’s a dark wizard on foot out there. I’ll not leave that alive to bring misery and death to all those it may encounter in these lands. From what I saw of Allazar and what I know of falling from horses, it may well be a day or two before he wakes, and longer before he’s fit to travel.”
Erik ordered one of the gate watchmen to fetch ropes and take them up to the battlements, then turned to Gawain.
“My lord, what shall I tell the Captain of the ’Watch when he hears of your arrival? And the mayor?”
“Nothing to tell. We were simply en route to visit Brock at Callodon Castle with news from the north, when we encountered a dark wizard on the wing, and that’s all there is to it. But for that encounter, we’d be in night camp in the hills and still en route to Castletown. There’s to be no ceremony and no fuss, no word sent ahead. Our journey is to be a quiet one, Erik.”
“Understood, my lord.”
“Jerryn, should Allazar awake and be sound of mind before we return, explain our circumstances and tell him to rest until we get back.”
“My lord.”
“Reesen.”
“MiThal?”
“You. Me. Yargo.”
Reesen smiled a cruel smile, and nodded. “Yargo see, Yargo hunt. Yargo kill. Hunt vizarrn am Morloch?”
“Isst, Reesen. We hunt vizarrn am Morloch.”
With a final nod for Jerryn and a glance for Gwyn standing watchful nearby, Gawain mounted the steps and climbed up to the top of the wall, Reesen hard on his heels.
“Welcome to Harks Hearth,” he heard Erik say, the sergeant’s voice hushed and not a little awe-struck.
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23. Ot Graken
 
It took seconds to abseil from the battlements to the ground, and seconds more before Gawain and Reesen were loping silently through the night, back the way they had come. Gawain flicked the occasional glance towards the Ranger running on his left, the elf scanning the way ahead. Stars were bright, twinkling through the high and wispy cloud that had tinted the sunset, and the moon was a bright fingernail approaching its first quarter low in the west. In the soft, silver-grey light, Gawain could see that Reesen was using the Sight, but at intervals, the elf’s face taking on a distinctly Eldengaze cast whenever his pupils snapped shut. It was unnerving, especially when Reesen returned the glances.
They ran at a steady, comfortable pace for an hour, before Gawain drew up to an easy walking stride, and took a long pull from his water skin before offering it to the elf.
“Nai, mitak, miThal,” Reesen whispered, and took a drink from his own skin.
The elf was something of an enigma. Gawain had no idea why Elayeen had selected him from all those Rangers who had elected to remain in Threlland after Far-gor. The fellow could barely understand the common tongue, and Gawain sincerely doubted that an opportunity to learn elvish while teaching Reesen the common equivalent was the reason for Elayeen’s choice. It made about as much sense as Gawain trying to teach everyone else how to speak Raheen.
Now, standing in the dim charcoal grey of a starlit night in the middle of open land, Reesen seemed a lot bigger and far more imposing than he had while on horseback or cloaked and hooded in a rain-washed and windblown night-camp. In fact, while they slaked their thirst and took a breather, Reesen appeared to be every inch as tall as Gawain, and powerfully built. The elf didn’t have the raw power and broad shoulders of the jovial Ognorm, but Gawain decided that ‘imposing’ was certainly an apt description for the brown-eyed, dark-haired former thalangard.
“Orse-poop,” Reesen whispered, and nodded towards a greyish mound on the ground a dozen feet away to the north. “Old orse-poop,” and his eyebrow arched, and Gawain could see the elf’s eyes creasing with humour.
There was more to the look than good humour, though. Reesen seemed always to be assessing Gawain, as if constantly judging him. Gawain wondered if he were being judged as a leader or thal, or as the man wed to Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan, daughter of Thal-Hak, the royal crown of Elvendere whom Reesen had once served. It was entirely possible that the former thalangard had once been Elayeen’s guardian, and he was certainly only three or four years older than Gawain…
“Isst,” Gawain replied with a smile, “Old orse-poop, two, three days old.”
“Arr, two three days old orse-poop.”
Again there was the twitch of the eyebrow, as though the elf knew all too well the absurdity of an elven former royal bodyguard speaking as a dwarf labourer to the king of a dead land, here in the dark in the middle of nowhere.
“Arr,” Gawain agreed, smiling again, and finally deciding that he liked Reesen, added: “Welldun mate. Ready?”
“Isst, miThal. Ready.”
And so on into the night they loped, breathing freely, running comfortably, and both of them enjoying it immensely.
It was bitterly cold, and the blustery northerlies which had swept the skies clear of rain for the past day and a half bit hard into their eyes and faces, numbing lips and cheeks, burning lungs. They had to take care on the tilled expanses of land, soil turned over by the ploughs to drive last year’s stubble deep, but soon they were on the scrubby prairie northeast of Harks Hearth, and picked up the pace. Undulations in the land about them grew steadily steeper, and when they took another break for rest and water, Gawain knew they were closing on the hills where Reesen had last seen the demGoth.
How the dark wizard had survived the fall on the Graken, Gawain did not know, nor why the foul creature was heading east when last seen. Not that it mattered. What mattered was finding it, and killing it. Concentrating on that kept his mind from Allazar, and the memory of the wizard’s fall. There’d been those who’d survived such tumbles in Raheen, who’d seemed perfectly well and suffering nothing worse than bumps and bruises and hurt pride, only to collapse suddenly, a day or two later, dead as doornails…
A swirling gust brought with it a hint of an odour, and both Gawain and Reesen turned their faces to the wind and sniffed. It was gone in an instant, though the fleeting scent seemed familiar.
“Not orse-poop,” Gawain whispered.
“Nai, miThal,” Reesen agreed, whispering back.
“See anything?”
“See? Nai. Close, pointy.” And Reesen lifted his right arm to point at a particular hill silhouetted against the ocean of stars to the northeast.
Gawain glanced behind him over his left shoulder. The lower horn of the moon’s crescent was scraping the western horizon. They’d been running steadily for a good three hours since leaving Harks Hearth. He took a final pull on the water skin, stoppered it, and glanced at the elf. This time, they ran a little slower, and far more cautiously than before.
Twenty minutes later they paused, the familiar and thoroughly unpleasant odour on the breezes, this time stronger.
“Graken. Dead.” Gawain whispered, remembering the oily stench of burnt aquamire.
“Isst miThal. Ot Graken.”
Without another word, they set off again, Reesen’s head swivelling, until they drew near to the crest of a low hill, and dropped to a crouch, easing forward to peer down into the dip beyond, careful not to silhouette themselves against the night sky.
Below, Gawain could see something, though he had to look slightly away from it to see it better for what it was; a large darkened area, with a curious angular shape off to one side. It was the stink of burned aquamire which told Gawain it was the remains of the Graken, and that the shape was the remains of the high-backed saddle which had partially survived the conflagration.
“See anything?”
“Nai, miThal. No light. No dark.”
Staying low, they moved forward, down the slope, and to the remains of the Graken. Whatever it was that had been in the bundle tied to the back of the saddle had burned, though in the starlight Gawain could see the remains of tiny burnt and blackened pips, like apple seed. He reached out to pick one up between thumb and forefinger, but before he could touch one, Reesen’s hand was on his wrist, the grip vice-like.
“Nai, miThal. Not good.”
“Vizarrn Allazar must see, Reesen,” Gawain announced, but the elf simply drew Gawain’s hand back from the blackened mess.
“Nai, miThal. Dark. Reesen speak vizarrn Allazar.”
There was something slightly apologetic in the elf’s expression, but also something of a challenge. Gawain glimpsed it, and considered breaking free of the Ranger’s grip, but before he had a chance to tense his muscles, the Ranger’s eyes blinked. In that fleeting moment, Gawain felt the Sight of Eldenelves brush his senses, and then it was gone.
“Nai, miThal,” Reesen whispered again.
Gawain conceded with a nod, and the Ranger released his grip, and then pointed to the east, up at the high hill before them, the hill upon which the demGoth had last been seen. As they set off again, Gawain stifled the irrational anger rising within him, and determined that before leaving Harks Hearth, he would have Allazar ascertain precisely what orders Reesen had been given by Elayeen. That mixture of apology and challenge in the elf’s look before the Sight had momentarily robbed Reesen of all expression had seemed to say “Sorry, my lord, orders, but go ahead and try, I dare you.”
On the crest of the hill, Reesen paused to scan the land around them, but saw nothing. For another hour they moved cautiously and in silence, until finally, Reesen squatted on his haunches on the top of a rise, and pointed slightly south of east.
“Far?” Gawain whispered.
“Nai, miThal,”
Gawain nodded his head towards the unseen demGoth, and Reesen set off, winding his way around the smaller hills and staying in the shadows of the dips and valleys. At length, the elf paused, and squatted on his haunches, eyeing Gawain.
“What?” Gawain asked, suddenly suspicious.
“Vizarrn,” Reesen whispered, making a curving motion with his hand to indicate that their prey was on the other side of the hill where they now paused.
“Good. We go. We kill.”
Again there was a strange expression on the Ranger’s face. It seemed to flit between doubt, worry, and perhaps most surprisingly, pride.
“Now,” Gawain insisted, and the command brooked no further argument. He crouched low, and made his way up the slope, the elf slightly behind and some ten feet to his left. At the summit, Gawain lay flat on his belly, and inched forward.
The demGoth was lying motionless beside a blister of gorse which served as a wind-break at the foot of the rise, and to Gawain’s eyes appeared as little more than a black oblong, darker than its gloomier surrounds. The land was relatively flat for half a mile, dotted with gorse and long grasses, and away to the east, the last few hills that blocked their view of Lake Arrunmere. Gawain pondered his route to the dark wizard, and whether or not to leave Reesen here, with a clear shot at the motionless enemy less than a hundred yards below them.
He was still pondering how best to pick his way through the gorse when Reesen gave a sudden gasp of surprise and horror. Gawain barely had time to utter one of his own when he saw what looked like an enormous, grotesque spider, the size of a dinner-plate, bursting up from beneath the soft and rain-soaked soil twenty feet in front of him before it immediately began scuttling rapidly up the slope straight towards his face.
Gawain had started rolling to his right and was trying to push himself upright when Reesen, still lying flat, swept his longbow above the grass like a scythe, striking the creature a hefty blow with the sound of a bat hitting a hardwood ball. The crab-like creature emitted a piercing, high-pitched hiss of rage, regained its feet, and at once resumed its scurrying rush towards Gawain, armoured legs and claws clicking.
Reesen’s assault with the bow had given Gawain time to draw the longsword, and as the pale shape of the scuttling beast accelerated and then poised as if to spring into the air, Gawain brought the blade down hard and fast, the aim true. There was a small and familiar jolt of something when steel struck the creature’s heavily armoured and aquamire-infused carapace, and then with a nauseating popping sound and a flash of purple flame, the creature burst apart.
“Aknid of Gothen!” Gawain hissed, just as a loud whump! of a concussion from ten yards further down the hill showered them both with dirt and clods of grass. The demGoth was on his feet, steel mask glinting dully and facing them, a rod clasped high over his head, glowing darkly.
“MiThal!” Reesen cried, and dove into Gawain, knocking him flat as another pair of black spheres flew overhead, falling to explode harmlessly on the western slope behind them.
“Run!” Gawain cried, twisting free of Reesen’s grip and launching himself down the south-western slope, putting the crest of the hill between them and the dark wizard.
Two more black spheres floated over the summit, landing harmlessly well to the north of them, and then they stopped running, and listened to the silence of the hills. Minutes passed, hearts beating fast and loud.
“Elve’s blood and Dwarfspit!” Gawain hissed. “Aknid of Gothen!”
“Aknid of Gothen?” Reesen asked softly, scanning the skyline.
Gawain held his hand out and make a spider-like motion with his fingers. “Aknid of Gothen.”
“Arr,” Reesen nodded his understanding, and repeated softly to himself, “Aknid of Gothen.”
Gawain moved off, trending towards the south, around the hill, sword in one hand, arrow strung in the other. Reesen followed a few yards behind, the Sight piercing the gloom, watching for any sign of the dark wizard, and for more of the crab-like watch-keepers that had so taken them by surprise.
When, finally, they rounded the hill and could see the flatlands below, Reesen announced softly:
“Vizarrn am Morloch, east,” and pointed. “Slow. Leg bad.”
“Leg bad?”
Reesen smiled grimly, and tapped his left thigh, fingers miming a bad limp.
“Far?” Gawain returned the smile, and nodded at Reesen’s bow, holding up his own arrow.
The elf shook his head. “No far.”
Again, that familiar anger and thirst for vengeance seemed to spread through the younger man. But he quelled it, with great difficulty. Now was not the time to rush headlong into danger. The stern-faced ghost of Captain Hass appeared suddenly in Gawain’s mind’s eye, shaking his head disdainfully and barking Assess! Assess! Assess!
Gawain remembered Elayeen standing on the guardhouse roof in Ferdan, watching as the Condavian approached, and her commands to the elves standing on the walls. He didn’t need to look at the paper Valin had prepared for him. “Sheenene.”
Reesen’s eyebrow twitched again, but he presented his bow, and nocked a shaft.
“What?”
The elf paused. Then announced softly, “Sheene,” drew the string, held the aim, and loosed the shot into the night, watching the hobbling enemy with the Sight rather than the flight of the shaft as it disappeared into the dark. He clucked his tongue in self-disgust, and Gawain shrugged.
“It’s windy.”
“MiThal?”
“Windy,” Gawain repeated, pursing his lips to blow while waggling his finger to represent swirling gusts.
“Windy, arr,” Reesen agreed.
“Sheene?”
Reesen held up one finger. “Sheene. One elf. Sheenene, two three four many elf…ss”
“Well, vakin orse-poop to conjugating elvish verbs,” Gawain replied, and set off again, crouching low, and once on the flatter land, staying low, using the shrubs as cover.
If Reesen was at all concerned about the danger, it didn’t show. What did show, and what Gawain noticed, was an intense concentration on the elf’s part; first using the Sight to locate the demGoth, and then his own vision to pick his way through the foreign terrain. How difficult or tiring it was to switch between the two, Gawain did not know.
He did know that the dark wizard they were pursuing possessed power far beyond the last one of his creed Gawain had hunted in the woodlands around the Jarn Road. That miserable individual, a humble parGoth, was a puny child compared to this one. This one had launched catastrophe at them from close on a hundred yards away, and almost succeeded in destroying them, or at the very least seriously wounding them… and hence the great caution with which they closed the gap between themselves and their prey.
This wizard was also injured, perhaps seriously, from the Graken’s fall. Injured, and desperate, and with nothing to lose but his life. Gawain, on the other hand, had far more to lose than that. They were approaching the rise that marked the end of the flatter land, hills looming in the darkness ahead. He stopped, abruptly, and squatted behind a thorny shrub. Assess! Assess! Assess! Yes, thank you, Captain Hass.
“See vizarrn am Morloch?” he asked.
“Isst miThal,”
“Far?”
“Nai.”
Gawain pondered a moment longer. There was a slender chance of taking the demGoth alive. Of learning what manner of evil Morloch had planned for the southlands following defeat at the farak gorin. There was also a much stronger possibility that Gawain or Reesen or both might be injured in the attempt, or worse. And the Orb of Arristanas was a far greater threat to the world than a single dark wizard could ever hope to be, and certainly of much greater importance than any thirst for vengeance Gawain might feel.
There was a sudden whooshing sound, and Gawain threw himself flat, Reesen following suit. High behind them, a light burst in the sky, bright and cold, hovering, flickering, and then it began to descend, moving rapidly against the wind towards them, marking their position.
There was another whump! and the sound of dirt spattering the ground a dozen yards east of them. The dark wizard, injured, was likely weakening, but still capable of deploying powerful mystic weapons. Gawain caught a glimpse of his prey hobbling towards the rising ground ahead of them as the light overhead flickered out.
“Sheene!” he ordered, grimly. Whether by a Ranger’s arrow or Gawain’s sword, dead was dead, after all.
“MiThal.”
This time, when Reesen loosed the shot and tracked the dark wizard, there was no grimace or grunt of self-deprecation. This time, there was only a grim smile, and intense watchfulness.
Gawain stood, slipped his own arrow back into its quiver, and flipped the string around his wrist.
“Done?”
“Done.”
Slowly, cautiously, and with a longshaft nocked to Reesen’s string, they picked their way through eighty yards of low shrubs until they reached the demGoth lying face down, an arrow standing as if saluting proudly from the centre of its back. Without hesitation, Gawain swung the longsword, and cut the dark wizard’s head clean off, before giving it a contemptuous kick and watching as it rolled clear of the body.
Then, sword sheathed, Gawain squatted on his haunches, and with the dead eyes of the demGoth staring through the crude holes in the plain steel mask as if watching him, searched the body.
There were no pockets in the thick windings of the robes, no papers, no weapons other than a small boot knife and the short rod lying on the ground by the headless corpse. Nothing but a shoulder-bag, of plain canvas, similar to the kind Allazar himself carried.
Gawain opened it, cautiously, Reesen watching fretfully as he did.
“What?”
“Dark, miThal, not good. Not good. No dark light... not good.” Reesen’s lip curled, though more in disgust than in fear of a threat.
Inside, there was a notebook, small and compact, a pencil, a phial made of dark brown glass well-sealed with a tight stopper and perhaps containing a liquid, and a half-eaten sandwich of coarse bread and some kind of meat, wrapped in a square of grubby cheesecloth. Gawain slipped the bag from the body, and then over his own left shoulder. The similarity between the enemy’s bag and Allazar’s filled Gawain with a sudden sense of disgust, and his stomach grumbled.
“There’s no Eye of Morloch,” he muttered, and for good measure, ripped the robes asunder and searched the body again. Nothing.
“I yov Morloch?”
“Aye,” Gawain asserted, and then smiled grimly at his own pun before miming some kind of ball and necklace, and pointing at his eyeball.
Reesen stared at him, and sniffed. “Aye. Arr of Morloch.”
“Bloody cheek,” Gawain mumbled, out-punned, and with a last look at the remains of the dark wizard, nodded towards the southwest. “Nice shot, by the way. Welldun mate.”
Reesen’s eyebrow twitched in the gloom by way of a reply, and then they set off for Harks Hearth, walking at a steady pace. Dawn was still a long way off.
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24. Scrambled Eggs on Toast
 
“Welcome back to Harks Hearth, my lord,” Gawain was greeted at the open gates by a one-armed officer crisply-dressed in the Black and Gold. “Iven, Captain of the ’Watch,” and with that, the officer snapped a smart salute with his remaining arm, the empty left sleeve pinned neatly to his chest.
“Captain, well met.”
“It’s Lieutenant, actually, my lord. The title is an old one and independent of actual rank in his Majesty’s Guard. There’ve even been sergeants who have held the post.”
“My apologies,” Gawain smiled, and introduced Reesen.
“Erik told me you and your party were en route to Callodon Castle when you were attacked. I’m glad we’re able to assist. The White Staff is as well-known here as you are, and he’s being well cared for.”
“Is he awake yet?”
“Not yet, my lord. According to the briefing I received just before sun-up, he slept well through the night. The whitesleeves don’t seem overly concerned. I trust your mission was successful?”
“It was, thank you. You’ve no need to take any additional precautions. There’s one less dark wizard on the wing to trouble Brock’s people.”
“Thank you, my lord. Come, you must be tired and hungry. Your horses are well-tended, and we’ve arranged quarters for you in the guardhouse. The infirmary is adjacent the guardhouse block, though it’s not very large. We don’t often have a need for the healers here, beyond occasional workplace accidents.”
Iven led the way through the gates and towards a stone-built building standing opposite stables set against the north wall. Gwyn snorted a greeting, and Gawain returned it with a wave.
“Jerryn and Ognorm?” he asked.
“Serre Ognorm remains at the White Staff’s bedside and refuses to be moved. Major Jerryn was taking breakfast in the guardhouse when last I saw him. Here we are, my lord…”
Iven swung open the guardhouse door, and led the way, holding the door open for Gawain and Reesen and closing it behind them. Jerryn was seated at a table by the window, wiping egg-yolk from his plate with a slice of bread. He looked tired, and Gawain raised a hand to signal him back into his chair when the officer made to stand.
“Morning, my lord,” Jerryn sighed. “I’m glad to see you both returned.”
“Thank you. The hunt went well, before you ask. How’s Allazar?”
“Still asleep. I told Ognorm I’d relieve him as soon as I finished breakfast, but he won’t have it. It’s as though he’s stuck to the staff like glue, and the wizard’s bedside too.”
Gawain nodded, rubbing his hands before an iron stove in the middle of the room.
“I’ll relieve Ognorm myself as soon as I’ve warmed up a bit. Finish your breakfast Jerryn. Reesen, sit, eat, rest.”
“MiThal.”
“Lieutenant, did Erik mention my request that nothing be made of our passing visit?”
“He did, my lord, and you need have no fear of formalities here. It’s my understanding from the whitesleeves that Serre wizard Allazar may be kept abed a number of days. I hope you and your party will find time to rest in the meantime. Harks Hearth looks imposing from without, but it’s actually quite a small community here within the walls. We call it a town because we have all the facilities and trades here you might expect of a larger community, but it’s not that big a place as you’ll see if you take a turn on the walls. Silos, barns, and warehouses account for most of the buildings. We don’t stand on ceremony, except to uphold the one law I gather you already knew about before arriving here?”
“Yes, I learned it from Captain Tyrane, a while ago.”
“Ah yes,” Iven smiled, “I know him. He was escort to his Majesty, seven years ago now, when the Wallguard refused to crack the gates. I’d not long been appointed Captain of the Watch, and it’s not a night any of us here will forget.”
“I’m glad I didn’t forget it, either, for the wizard’s sake. And speaking of the wizard, perhaps you’ll lead me to him, Lieutenant?”
“This way, my lord. Your quarters, by the way, are through that door, yonder, and the infirmary is out the back, this way.”
 
The infirmary was a small building, long and narrow, and probably able only to accommodate eight or ten beds along one wall while leaving enough space between them and the opposite wall for healers and their assistants to move reasonably freely. There were only six beds here now, five empty and widely-spaced, and Allazar was in the furthest in the far corner, still sleeping. Ognorm, clutching the Dymendin staff with a fierce grip, jumped up smartly when Gawain and Iven entered.
“I have duties, my lord, I’ll leave you with your friends and with Healer Callum.”
“Thank you, Iven, I’m grateful for all your assistance.”
The Captain of the Hearthwatch saluted and took his leave, closing the door softly behind him.
“The wizard sleeps, my lord,” the whitesleeves stood and explained softly. “And his pupils are responding normally now. The worst of the danger has passed, though we would prefer to keep close watch on him for two or three days once he awakens. There are bruises, of course, but no broken bones.”
“He was lucky, and rolled well enough with the fall. His horse took the brunt of it, and was not so fortunate. Thank you. I’d like to remain here for a time?”
“Of course, my lord.”
The healer returned to reading a large and weighty tome at his desk, while Gawain beckoned Ognorm from the chair at Allazar’s bedside.
“Melord, he’s not woke once since we got ‘im in here,” the dwarf whispered, his face a picture of concern.
“Very well. You can leave the Stick to me now, Ognorm. Get some breakfast with the others in the guardhouse, and then get some sleep. I’ll remain with Allazar, and we’ll see how he is when he wakes up.”
“Arr, melord. Take it that dark wizard ain’t going to be joining us for eggs on toast?”
“Not even if Morloch himself were to stitch his head back on. Reesen put him out of our misery, and I made doubly sure. Go on, get some rest, and make sure Reesen does too. You’ve both earned it.”
“Melord,” Ognorm smiled, and then quietly left the infirmary, beaming happily at the compliment.
Gawain propped the Dymendin in the corner by Allazar’s bed, slipped off the longsword and propped it likewise, and then took off his damp cloak to wrap it like a blanket around himself as he sat in the chair Ognorm had vacated.
Seeing the wizard unconscious in the bed brought memories of the inn at the foot of the Downland Pass flooding back. On a sudden impulse, Gawain quietly stood, retrieved the Dymendin, and laid it lengthwise on the bed, gently lifting Allazar’s right hand so that it rested on the bleached wood.
It was warm in the infirmary, hot coals glowing in braziers helping to keep the chill of winter out of the sick-room. Gawain settled in the chair, folding his arms under the cloak, and allowed his eyes to close.
The walk back from the eastern hills had been slow and leisurely, and made in a companionable silence with Reesen. The elf still seemed fascinated with his new environment, gazing at the stars and turning full circle now and again, as if seeing them for the first time. Perhaps, Gawain thought, since leaving his homeland, the elf really was seeing the vast ocean of stars for the first time; his former life in Elvendere may well have been spent glimpsing them only through the canopy of the forest. And now, possessed of the sight of the Eldenelves, the elf truly was seeing the world anew.
Gawain found himself suddenly envying Elayeen and the Kindred Rangers; what wonders were now revealed to their curious Sight he could only imagine. Certainly, the night sky was likely filled with as much life as in daytime, bats and all manner of night-birds on the wing. Night creatures on foot, too, shy and hidden in the daylight, roaming abroad only when darkness fell. All this they could see. They would make for formidable hunters. And, as the dark wizard had recently discovered, formidable enemies…
Allazar’s breathing suddenly broke rhythm, and Gawain’s eyes snapped open. The wizard was stirring, his right hand tightening a little around the staff. He took a deeper breath, licked his lips, and opened his eyes, squinting a little in the brightness of the whitewashed infirmary.
“Morning,” Gawain announced softly.
“Ah, good morning, Longsword.”
“How do you feel, you bone-idle goit?”
Allazar smiled a weak smile, and closed his eyes again. “Much the way a bone-idle goit might feel were he to be flung from a horse at the run, I fear. But thank you for asking, your kingly greeting spares me from wondering whether or not this is the fabled yonderlife, where all is bright and beautiful.”
“Are you saying I’m not bright and beautiful?”
“Alas, my eyes are closed, and so I am not qualified to answer.”
Gawain smiled, and suddenly felt much less tired than he had earlier. “How’s the head? You appear to have at least three lumps that I can see, and here’s me all this time been offering you only one or two.”
“It seems to be competing with the rest of my parts for the honour of being crowned achiest of achy things.”
“Well don’t strain it then. Let something far less valuable take the prize. You’ll be here for a while yet; the healers will want to keep an eye on you before they let you out of bed.”
Allazar sighed. “I’m sorry, Longsword, my poor horsemanship has delayed our journey.”
“And you’ve killed yet another horse, you bloody whitebeard. I’ll wait until you’re up on your feet before I add to your collection of lumps, though.”
The wizard winced and sighed again. “The poor beast carried me such a long way.”
“Yes, she did. And you’re starting to show signs of feeling for them. If you’re not careful, you might even start becoming Raheen.”
“I can think of few fates I’d rather suffer, Longsword.”
“Oh, good answer! Your brains aren’t entirely scrambled eggs after all. Would you like to know what happened and how you came to be here, or would you rather I let you sleep?”
“I should like to know, Longsword, if you wouldn’t mind? You might start with where here is.”
“You’re lying abed in the infirmary at Harks Hearth, where you’ve been since a moment or two before sunset yesterday, which was the fourteenth day of February. Which, to spare your addled pate again, means today is the fifteenth.
“When you were brought down by the Graken-rider, much in the manner of a girl being pushed over in a playground I might add, the creature overshot well to our rear before turning. We wheeled around to face it head on, but the dark rider was more interested in the Stick of Raheen than in us. Bit remiss of you to leave it conveniently sticking up in the mud for any passing Graken-rider to grab; consider yourself reprimanded.”
“Apologies, Longsword. I really don’t know what was going through my mind at the time.”
“Nothing, probably, though your spine made a valiant attempt from what I saw. Anyway. Reesen and Jerryn rode at the oncoming Graken, loosing arrows and bolts, while Ognorm and I were arguing about whether to bury you or leave you to the elements. We chose the latter, and ran to aid Reesen and Jerryn. As the Graken approached, I clumsily ran into the Stick, knocking it over out of the dark wizard’s reach, and Ognorm gave the flying lizard a mighty crack on the wing with his Meggen’s mace, what’s-he-call it...”
“Nadcracker,” Allazar smiled, his eyes still closed.
“Ah yes. After that, the creature flew off, pursued briefly by Jerryn and Reesen shooting at it, until it made the hills in the east. Then its wing collapsed, it plummeted to earth, and made a mess. We then had a rather nice dinner of spit-roast rabbit to celebrate our victory over the Graken and to see you off, but to our immense surprise you turned out to be not-dead, so we ate up, brought you here, and that’s that.”
“I’m grateful, your Majesty, for the many kindnesses you have shown in my somewhat enforced absence. I shall endeavour to make it up to you as soon as I am able. It sounds an exciting adventure, and I’m sorry I missed it.”
Gawain smiled, and took a deep breath, his tone becoming much more serious. “It was, and you should be. I tell you, Allazar, I was amazed, and still am. Ognorm was magnificent, utterly magnificent. The Graken swooping low, that steel-masked ‘spitsucker leaning out to grab the staff, and Ognorm takes a running leap, swinging that mace of his… In truth, Allazar, I thought he was going to jump aboard that flying monster and beat the dark wizard’s brains out. As it was, he smashed the wing-bone of that immense beast so hard we were sprayed with its blood, it left a trail of it a mile long, and it screamed all the way to its doom. The thing barely made it to the hills before the wing broke and sent it crashing down.”
“And the demGoth rider?”
“Survived. Reesen saw it limping over one of the far hills.”
Allazar’s eyes opened, and he looked horrified, and struggled a little as if to get up. “It must be destroyed…”
“Hush, clods-for-brains, peace, it already has been,” Gawain assured, laying a firm hand on the wizard’s chest and pressing him gently back down, before patting him on the shoulder. “Let me finish.”
Allazar groaned, and nodded, closing his eyes again.
“It was Ognorm who carried you here, at the trot, standing, or rather squatting in the stirrups, taking all the shocks of the ride. We barely made it here in time before the gates were sealed for the night, and it’s thanks to the dwarf we did. Once you were safe here, Reesen and I left you in the care of Ognorm and Jerryn and the whitesleeves, and went hunting.”
“Ah.”
“Yes. Took half the night, but with Reesen’s Sight we found the bastard, limping east towards the region around Lake Arrunmere. We found the remains of the Graken on the way, little more than a greasy smear. But some of the saddle remained intact, and I noted a sack or bundle tied to the back of it during the attack. It was destroyed, but in the remains I saw what looked like burnt apple pips. Reesen refused to let me touch them, or I’d have brought one back for your inspection. He said he’d speak to you about it later.”
“Odd… and very discomforting.”
“Yes. But not as discomforting as coming face to face with a scuttling Aknid of Gothen later on, as I did. We found the dark wizard apparently asleep in the hills, but somehow he’d put one of those crab-things on guard duty. It emerged from the ground, in the dark, in front of me as I lay on the crest of the hill pondering whether to take that demGoth alive or not.”
“By the Teeth…!”
“Scary isn’t it.”
“They are unpleasant creatures indeed, Longsword.”
“No, I meant scary that I actually remembered one of things in your pocket Pangoricon. I might have to read it properly now that we’re in the dry.”
“Ah. Yes, it would likely be a good idea for you to acquaint yourself with the enemies we are now likely to face, and how to destroy them. Just in case, you understand.”
“In case you fall off your bloody horse again, yes, I understand.”
“How did you succeed in burning it?”
Gawain blinked. “Burning what?”
“The Aknid.”
Gawain blinked again. “I didn’t. I cut the vakin thing in half with my sword.”
Allazar’s eyebrows arched, and his eyes opened in surprise. “Hmm. Interesting.”
“What do you mean, ‘hmm, interesting’? It burst open like a ripe tomato and disappeared in a puff of purple flame.”
“The Aknid is much like a spidery land-crab, Longsword. It possesses an armoured carapace and shell, infused with aquamire. Fire, and a wizard’s white fire is best, is its mortal enemy. Usually, striking it with steel or stone just makes it angry.”
“Ah. Well. This one got angry when Reesen hit it with his bow, and launched into a brief but fiery rage when I hit it with my sword. You may amend the appropriate A in your book when you’re up to it.”
“Thank you,” the wizard sighed, and closed his eyes again.
There was a brief pause.
“You still awake?”
“Yes.”
“Then I’ll continue. The demGoth launched some of those black smoke-balls at us, and so we ran like girls who’ve just been pushed over in a playground. It took a while to catch up with the creature after that, and when we did, it launched a bright light. Like that Aaron’s Candle thing? Only this one seemed to know where we were, and tracked us, hovering overhead against the wind while the evil black-eyed ‘spit launched more smoke-balls our way.
“It didn’t do any good. I gave the word, Reesen shot the demGoth neatly in the back, and for good measure, I cut its head off.”
“Huzzah.”
“Indeed. When you have less of a headache, I’ll show you what I found in the dark wizard’s bag, but for now it’s enough to say, I didn’t find an Eye of Morloch, which I thought then and think now, strange.”
“Strange indeed, and worthy of much more thought than my poor and aching scrambled eggs are presently able to digest.”
“I thought as much. Suffice to say, when you’re feeling a bit brighter, there’s plenty to discuss. For now though, I’ll content myself with saying I’ve finally decided I like Reesen. He has a sense of humour tucked away behind those Eldenelf eyes of his, I think. Though I’m beginning to suspect there’s a lot more to him than meets the eye. Good hunter, though. If all the Kindred Rangers measure up to his benchmark, the southlands will be well-served.”
“And the Major?”
“Remains as honourable as ever he was when first we met. Good with a crossbow on horseback too. I think he was probably a fine cavalry officer before he became attached to the Royal Household, and to Hellin. Is your head still aching?”
“My everything is still aching.”
“I’ll fetch the healer. A goodly dose of silvertree powder and another day or two lying there doing nothing of any use to anyone will sort you out. You’ve certainly had enough practice at it since Far-gor.”
Gawain left the smiling wizard, fetched the healer as promised, and took his seat. Five minutes later, the healer was back at his desk, and the two of Raheen were both sleeping soundly.
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25. Fighting Dragons
 
They took it in turns to sit with Allazar, in spite of the wizard’s protests. The healers, Gawain knew, were right to be cautious; head injuries are never trivial. And, though summer felt a long way in the past, it wasn’t that long ago since Allazar had received a similar blow, from the unforgiving marble floor in the Keep of Raheen.
Gawain finally had to explain to the grumbling wizard that actually, the presence of one of their party was really to safeguard the Stick, and not the Keeper of it. The enemy would give much to possess it again, as evidenced by the recent and ultimately fatal attempt by the demGoth Graken-rider. The explanation didn’t help in stemming Allazar’s protests at being confined, though.
During their enforced sojourn within the walls of Harks Hearth, those not guarding the Stick and enduring Allazar’s poor company took to exploring, and relaxing. In truth, the description of the town Tyrane had given to Gawain on the Canal of Thal-Marrahan really didn’t do justice to the warmth and vibrant hospitality of the place.
The food was excellent, and perhaps not surprisingly; the walled town housed the best of winter stores in readiness against any catastrophe which might befall Castletown to the west, or indeed any of the nearby villages and hamlets. Of course, perishable items which could not be preserved either by drying, pickling, bottling or salting, had to be eaten by someone rather than let them rot and go to waste. Consequently, fresh meat was in ample supply, and vegetables too.
There was music and dancing in the inns and hostelries, beer and wines, and all manner of entertainments to keep the worst of winter at bay. Ognorm didn’t rate the beer very highly though, claiming that the light blond variety had ‘too much o’ the fizz in it and not enough o’ the body’ and he lamented the lack of any of the darker stouts common at home in the Black Hills. He did his best not to offend their hosts though, and with great cunning hid his disappointment by drinking as much of the fizzy stuff as a Threllander might, ‘just to be sociable.’
It was on their third evening in Harks Hearth, with Allazar now permitted short walks around the infirmary, that Gawain found himself in company with Jerryn at an inn called The Chattering Magpie, a fine dinner inside them, and a pitcher of light beer on the table. The buzzing throng all around them had just been entertained by a popular bard and balladeer, a pretty young woman by the name of Melany-Gwynne o’ the Hearth. Hers was a name which had attracted Gawain’s attention when announced for obvious reasons, though it was also true that her performances held everyone in thrall.
Now though, the entertainer’s performance over while she dined upon her reward, musicians struck up a series of jaunty tunes on fiddles, flutes and pipes, and conversations were interspersed with cheers for the dancers and whoops of encouragement and appreciation for the musicians.
“Allazar is well on the mend, my lord,” Jerryn announced. “And seems anxious for us all to be on our way.”
Gawain nodded and leaned forward. Although it was unlikely that their conversation could be overheard in the general hubbub of the inn, he was still cautious nevertheless.
“Time is ticking by,” he said solemnly, “Spring is on the way, and with it, days are becoming both brighter and longer. It’d serve us well to achieve the object of our quest while the season is still dark, though I daresay the risks will be high no matter how dull the days. The ruins are neither pleasant nor hospitable in any season.”
“I’d heard only the vaguest tales of the place from some who heard of it at Ferdan, along with a strong admonition against ever going there. As we draw nearer to our goal, I find myself wondering what fate I’ve invited by my joining your quest.”
Gawain shrugged. “I try not worry about such things as fate, my friend. My own, it seems, was decreed long before I was born. In some ways, it’s liberating to say ‘ah well, whatever happens from now on is fate, and was meant to happen,’ but really, that’s not true. Things happen for reasons, and the reasons are usually made by people making choices. Sometimes we just have to deal with the results of choices others have made. It’s not fair, but life isn’t.”
Jerryn smiled, sadly. “I’m sorry, my lord, I didn’t mean to start so deep a conversation.”
“No need to apologise. You and I, it seems, have a lot in common, far beyond ties of honour and friendship, and a shared hatred of Morloch for events at Raheen. We both vexed that black-eyed bastard well, in the days of the Ramoth. Me beneath the Teeth, and you, with Allazar and that tall fellow who posed as me, bringing destruction upon Ramoth towers in my absence.”
“Fenner. His name was Fenner. Brave lad, but not very bright. It all went so well at first. Your reputation being what it was, Fenner only had to approach a tower on horseback and the mercenaries fled. He got too close though, that last time, and stopped a bolt from a crossbow.”
Gawain nodded. “I never knew his name. Only that he served as impostor, and did well enough at it that his death convinced Morloch and the Ramoth I was no longer a threat.”
“His name’s on the Wall of Honour in the Guards’ Hall, though much good it does him there. Sorry if that sounds disrespectful, my lord, but I’ve seen that wall every day for a very long time, and there are many more names on it I recognise since the battle in the north. I honour them all, of course… but I see my own there sometimes when I sleep, and getting posted there has never truly been a Guardsman’s ambition.”
“You have another reason for being here, Jerryn, and believe me when I say, I share your pain.”
The Major took a sip of beer, and sadness flitted across his expression like moth passing a candle’s flame.
“Then you, too, my lord, know sorrow.”
“I do.”
And Gawain spoke briefly of Elayeen, and the gulf between them.
Jerryn nodded, understanding completely. “Then indeed, my lord, we are brothers in misery. Once, when I was little more than a boy, I caught sight of a girl I thought then the fairest thing in all the world. She was the daughter of a butcher. Jemmer was her name, raven-haired and dainty, and fresh as spring. She lived in the west quarter of Castletown… I was fighting dragons with a wooden sword, my friends were off somewhere, I can’t remember where, and I rounded the corner of an alley and there, across the road and at the side of the butcher’s, there she was.
“She was alone, perhaps waiting for someone, I knew not nor cared. She was standing on the wooden boardwalk, and thinking herself alone, suddenly smiled a smile brighter than sunshine, and began to play hop-skip, dancing on the planks of the boardwalk and trying to avoid the cracks between them. I can still see her now, in my mind’s eye.”
Jerryn sighed, and took another sip of beer. “Finally she saw me, standing there gaping like an idiot, wooden sword in my hand dangling and forgotten. For a moment, she stared at me, a strange smile on her face, as though we two were alone in the world for a moment, and shared a secret. Then she poked out her tongue and ran off around to the front of the shop and indoors.”
Gawain smiled, picturing the scene.
“For days, I took to waiting on the corner of the alley, even shunning the best of my friends, hoping to see her again. Finally, when eventually I plucked up enough courage to go into the shop to ask for her, I rounded the corner with a handful of wildflowers I’d picked, and there she was, hand in hand with some witless oick I later discovered was the son of a roofer. She saw me, she saw the flowers, saw the pain in my eyes, and laughed, and poked out her tongue before dragging the oick past me and into the alley, there to ruin forever my memory of the place I imagined only the two of us had ever shared.
“I survived the pain of that first heart-break, of course, though at the time it seemed like the end of my world. But given a choice, I’d suffer the pain of that first and unrequited love a thousand years than endure a day with the agony I know now. Death would be far kinder, I think.”
“Or the distance and danger of a quest to far hostile lands?”
Jerryn nodded. “Though, you need have no fear for my reliability, my lord. I have a purpose now, and it is an honourable one indeed. No longer having to bear witness to the spectacle of noblemen crawling out from under their rocks to court my queen, I am free to remember myself, and to be myself. I’ve no intention of becoming just another name on the wall, my lord, but you of all in these lands deserve to know my motives for joining your quest, and for my loyalty.”
“Neither were in doubt, Jerryn. And yes, though I feel guilty and ashamed for saying it, this long distance from my queen makes a dull ache of the stabbing pain I felt while close beside her yet being able to touch her not. 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.”
“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,” Jerryn took a deep breath, sat upright, and straightened his tunic emphatically. “But enough of melancholy, lest we become like old men, gazing into the foggy past at the bottom of our tankards while dreaming of days that never were as fine a portrait as memory paints.”
“Careful my friend, lest your hair suddenly turn white. You could have just said, ‘bah, here’s to beer and the chance to drink it without consequences.’”
Jerryn laughed, raised his tankard, and though Gawain doubted that a smile would ever reach the serious eyes of the Jurian officer again, announced: “I’ll drink to that, my lord.”
“I too. Where we’re going, it likely won’t be long before we find ourselves earnestly yearning to be here again, listening to Melany-Gwynne o’ the Hearth and her telling of The Tale of Emmaleen and Torhansen. Cheers.”
“Aye, cheers.”
“And on that note, I must take my leave. I promised I’d relieve Ognorm at the infirmary with enough time left in the night for him to drink at least three hogsheads of the fizzy water he’s so disappointed with.”
Jerryn chuckled again. “I don’t know why he complains about it so much. I told him all the ale here in Callodon, once rigorously examined, has then been passed by wizards. It’s why we Jurians have never seriously tried invading the place.”
Gawain grinned, drained his tankard, and took his leave of the Major.
 
At the infirmary, Allazar was sitting on his bed with his feet up, recounting some adventure or other to Ognorm, the dwarf blinking and gazing somewhat sceptically at the wizard’s tale, which ended abruptly when Gawain entered and strode purposefully towards them.
“Evenin’, melord, and good to see you!”
Gawain flicked a glance at the wizard and smiled. “Off you go, Ognorm. Jerryn’s expecting you at The Chattering Magpie.”
Ognorm beamed happily. “Arr, well, off I’ll be, then. “
“Don’t worry,” Gawain grinned mercilessly, “I’m sure Allazar will be happy to finish telling his tale when next you’re on Stick-watch.”
Allazar sniffed, while Ognorm scurried up the long room and out the door.
“As it happens, Longsword, I am assured by Healer Callum that tomorrow I am to be discharged for a day’s exercise out of doors. I fully expect to be released from his care entirely any day now.”
“Good,” Gawain smiled sincerely, taking his seat. “The sooner we leave, the sooner it’s done.”
“You sound almost anxious to return to that dread city,” Allazar swung his legs off the bed, and frowned.
“Perhaps I am, in a way. Certainly there’s no shortage of hospitality here, but too much comfort dulls the edges of our senses, and spring approaches. Slowly, it’s true, but Longest Night is well behind us now.”
“Indeed. You seem a little less cheerful than I imagined you might be after a hearty dinner at the inn.”
“Jerryn and I compared notes.”
“Ah.”
“But, enough of that. He’s a good man, and as anxious as I to continue on our way. I have something I want to show you, now you’re up and about and your brains are slightly more hard-boiled than scrambled.”
“Hmm. Something to do with that masked Graken-rider, the demGoth responsible for my incarceration here?”
“Yes.”
“Ranger Reesen has spoken to me concerning that foul creature, and also described the burnt seeds you discovered. I’d hoped to surmise from that description what exactly it was the demGoth was about, but alas. The seed could be for any number of the foul plants the enemy might have at their disposal.”
“I’m taking some comfort from the fact that they were still in the dark wizard’s possession when we brought him down. Those pips were small, there could have been thousands in that sack. I don’t like to think what manner of crop might’ve been sown in these friendly lands.”
“Nor I. And the lack of an Eye of Morloch is both intriguing and disturbing. And what place was its destination? I had believed all Morloch’s minions in the west to be subject to his power, and thus recipients of his evil boons. For a dark wizard to act independently of Morloch’s will, that is troubling indeed.”
“Perhaps this will answer one of the questions?” Gawain sighed, drawing the demGoth’s canvas bag from under his cloak.
“Ah, Reesen spoke of this too. Strange. He described it as dark, but having no light. He found it very hard to explain, even in his own tongue.”
“Well, there’s not much in here. This,” Gawain held up the mouldering half-eaten sandwich, “Which I shall dispose of in a watchman’s brazier. This,” and he held up the nub of the pencil. “And that leaves two objects. This is the first, a notebook. I can’t read the writing, it’s as foreign to me as the symbols on the floor of my father’s hall.”
Gawain handed the notebook to Allazar, who opened it rather gingerly in the middle, and then snapped his eyes and the book tightly shut.
“This must be destroyed, promptly, Longsword. It is utterly evil.”
“What is it?”
“From the brief glance I had of it, it contains that information which my own book does not. Where my book describes the foul designs contained in Morloch’s Pangoricon, and how to destroy them, this…” Allazar handed the book back, his face a picture of disgust, “This contains notes on how to make those foul, unnatural things.”
“So,” Gawain held the book lightly, turning it over and flipping through the pages, “Something of a cook-book, then, and these are the dark wizard’s recipes.”
“Please, Longsword, put it away, and destroy it. I cannot look at its content.”
“I don’t understand, Allazar? Can’t you read it, then?”
“Only too well. But I cannot read it, I must not read it!”
Allazar’s voice suddenly softened, and his expression took on an almost pleading quality. “You must understand, just as a thing once invented cannot be un-invented, a mystic chant, charm, or spell once learned cannot be unlearned. If the dark knowledge contained within that notebook should find its way into my head, it would fester, and grow, and corrupt me.”
Gawain was astonished. “But surely knowing how the enemy creates such things as the Graken and Kiromok would furnish us the knowledge of how to destroy such creatures, or prevent their construction in the first place?”
“No. It is not the same as you learning the use of a weapon or its manufacture. You know how to use a sword, or a bow, or how to throw your Raheen arrows with great skill and power. But you yourself command your arm, and none need fear you who have not offended you.
“But for a wizard, Longsword, to possess such knowledge, such details… even in sleep they would be capable of doing great harm. If you could bring forth destruction with a thought, could you refrain always from ever thinking it? If you could bring forth evil in dreams and find it made manifest on waking, could you ever sleep again?”
Gawain held the book firmly. He heard the sincerity in Allazar’s voice, and if any further doubt remained of the necessity of destroying the book, he saw the fear in the wizard’s eyes.
“I’ll burn it in the brazier outside, with the bag and the food. There’s only this, though now you’ve spoken of the dangers of merely reading words on a page, I’m reluctant to show it to you.”
Allazar picked up the Dymendin, and held it loosely, as if for comfort. “Perhaps you could describe it, and allow me to judge for myself the nature of its threat, if any?”
Gawain shrugged. “It is a small phial, well sealed and stoppered, of brown glass. I cannot see the contents, but I think it’s a liquid.”
Allazar’s eyes widened, and he licked his lips, his grip on the staff tightening.
“Show me…” he whispered.
Gawain paused, and eyed the wizard closely while he dipped his hand into the canvas bag. The phial felt cold to the touch, and hard, and as his fingers closed around it, he saw Allazar’s breathing quicken, eyes fixed on the bag.
Slowly, the small bottle entirely encircled by Gawain fingers, he drew it out, watching the wizard’s expression as he turned his fist over, and uncurled his fingers.
At once, Allazar’s eyes snapped shut, and he seemed on the verge of tears.
“Take it far from here, Gawain, take it far from here, and cast it into fire!” Allazar whispered, and the remarkable use of his given name confirmed the King of Raheen’s suspicion that the phial contained that most evil of all substances. Aquamire.
“Please!” Allazar begged through clenched teeth, and Gawain shuddered at the desperation contained in the plea.
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26. A Single Drop
 
It was late. The gates of Harks Hearth were shut, and would not be opened again until sunrise. Gawain waited fretfully outside the infirmary, the wizard paced fretfully within; the friendly guardsman dispatched to summon Jerryn from the warmth of The Chattering Magpie been gone a good ten minutes already.
In the watchman’s brazier nearby, the ashes of the demGoth’s notebook and bag coated the glowing coals which flared brightly in the bitter, swirling breezes. Gawain drew his cloak tighter about him, and patted once again the pocket in his tunic where the small phial of evil sat snugly, close to his heart…
“My lord!” Jerryn exclaimed quietly, but anxiously, as he approached out of the gloom. “Word came that you needed me, is something wrong? Has the wizard suffered a relapse?”
“No, Jerryn, nothing like that,” Gawain assured the worried-looking Major. “He’s within, restless but otherwise in no danger. Come,” he moved closer to the brazier, and thus further from the infirmary. “I have to leave Harks Hearth until morning. Ognorm’s been on watch with the wizard all day, and Reesen is sleeping. I’m sorry, Jerryn, but your turn to sit with the Stick and its Keeper has come early.”
Jerryn shrugged off Gawain’s apology for the unexpected duty. “Honoured to serve, my lord. But is it wise for you to leave alone? There may be any number of dangers without. I don’t think…”
Gawain forestalled any further protest by holding up a regal hand. “I have to leave, and it would be wisest for me not to say why, at least not here and now. I’m grateful for your concern, my friend, but I have a duty I can neither shirk nor delegate.”
“Very well, my lord.”
“Besides,” Gawain added, eyeing the heavens and seeing few stars, “No rain tonight I think, and with this overcast, no frost. I won’t be going too far, and will be outside the gates at sunrise. Keep an eye on Allazar, I don’t think he’ll settle again until he knows I’m beyond the walls.”
“Aye my lord. Though why he’d be relieved at your being alone and outside the protection of Harks Hearth at this hour, I cannot begin to guess. I’ll not press, though; at least the wizard’s care is not something you’ll need to worry about this night.”
Gawain nodded his thanks, and Jerryn favoured him with another concerned look before turning and going inside. When the infirmary door had closed behind the Jurian, Gawain grimaced at another stiff breeze, drew his cloak tighter, and went in search of a rope.
He had to provide still more reassurances though, this time to Erik, Sergeant of the Guard.
“The Captain isn’t going to like it much, milord,” Erik grumbled, tying a loop around a post bolted to the battlements. “This’ll be twice in a week someone’s gone over the wall, and that’s more than’ve done so in years.”
“I’ll apologise to Iven in the morning. I’m sure he’ll understand I mean no offence. He seems a decent sort.”
“Aye, milord, that he is. Lost his arm at Pellarn, riding with the Westguard out of the South-halt.”
“Then he rode into battle with The One Thousand of the Red and Gold, and for that, I envy him.”
Erik paused, then tested the knot he’d tied in the rope. “Aye, me too, milord. After Pellarn, he served with General Igorn’s staff, then here, then back with General Igorn. But with the battle in the north and his Majesty wishing to shore up defences around the Jarn Gap, he was transferred back to the Hearthwatch again, to use his experience organising the defences here, just in case.”
“And you?”
Erik shrugged, and smiled in the flickering torchlight. “After you and your party left Jarn, milord, we mustered at Headquarters and reported in. Half the lads were sent back to Jarn, the rest of us were dispersed. I got lucky, and was assigned here in support of the lieutenant. Couldn’t believe it when I looked down there the other day and saw you looking back up at me. Never thought to see you again, milord, not after Jarn. Glad I am, too, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
Gawain smiled. “We’ve both come a long way since first we met.”
“Aye, milord. I thought that first time was to be my last day.”
“Good men have a way of recognising honour when they meet it. So my father taught me,” Gawain clapped the sergeant on the shoulder. “I’ll wait well out of range of the Wallguard for sunrise when I return.”
“Be careful, milord. Hearthwatch can’t help those it can’t see, and it’s a dark night.”
“I shall,” Gawain assured the sergeant, and tossed the rope over the wall, abseiling silently down it moments later.
He returned the wave from the pale figure high above him, watched as the rope snaked back up the wall and over it, then turned south, and set off at an easy trot. This time, Gawain wasn’t hunting evil. This time, Gawain was… what? Destroying evil? Taking temptation beyond the reach of a wizard who feared he might succumb to the lure of the power that the phial contained?
Gawain headed southeast, towards an area of scrubby ground he’d seen from his walk upon the walls the day before. After a mile or more, he slowed to a walk, and then stopped to survey his surroundings as best he could. Low shrubs, short and patchy grasses, undulating and stony ground yet to be cleared for cultivation. Good for goats, perhaps, though there were none. He turned full circle, slowly, listening, losing himself in the emptiness and the darkness, and revelling in it.
He heard voices on the breezes, but they came from within, not without...
Take it far from here, Gawain, take it far from here, and cast it into fire!
He tapped his tunic again, hands and arms beneath the cloak drawn tight against the cold. The phial was still there of course.
I’ve never known such clarity of thought. Not only did I see beyond the Teeth in that dark lens, and all the visions swimming in it, it was as though I could see clearly into Morloch’s mind. All his plans, his intentions, his purpose. Now it’s all gone and I’m floundering around with a box full of worms, all of which mean something, or nothing. And I can’t see beginning or end of any of them. If I had more of that strange aquamire…
Gawain shivered, recalling Allazar’s fierce reply, back there at the Grimehalt, back before the Battle of Far-gor, where so many names now waited, mute and alone on the cairn, waited to be read by passing strangers, or passing friends…
Do not even think such evil, Longsword! Never! Such thoughts are the germ from which evil grows to take possession of men and wizards. Morloch waits for such idle curiosity to open doors for him!
Now, standing alone in the dark, Gawain wondered. Did aquamire really take possession of men? Willam of Juria had been poisoned with the stuff, but had survived to make a full recovery. That poison, an insidious mixture of aquamire with Dreadbane and Elve’s Blood, had been administered by a Ramoth emissary claiming the potion to be a cure for the King of Juria’s sudden ‘illness’. And though in truth the poison had been administered in small doses, it had been Allazar himself, at the time merely a humble D’ith pat once of the Hallencloister, who had provided the cure.
Take it far from here, and cast it into fire!
I’ve never known such clarity of thought…
Cast it into fire!
I could see clearly into Morloch’s mind. All his plans, his intentions, his purpose…
Gawain took the phial from his pocket, and held it. It was warm, heat from his own breast removing the chill from the glass and its contents while he’d carried it here, safe from the elements. Safe from the wizard’s gaze. Safe from the wizard’s grasp.
Aquamire is the greatest of all evils.
Yet with strange aquamire darkening his eyes, Gawain had seen across the Teeth, and brought Morloch to his knees…
Aquamire is the greatest of all evils.
I know, but everything hangs by a thread, Allazar. And there are so many threads, and so many things dangling from their ends.
So Gawain had said, on the road to battle. Now, there were dark wizards abroad in the lands south of the Teeth. Or there had been. Dark wizards on Grakens, at liberty to go anywhere, unseen in the night by all except the new Rangers, at liberty to wreak havoc from the air or sow a crop of it in friendly soil. Perhaps the demGoth Reesen had shot was the sole survivor of Far-gor, no longer welcome in the west, and fearing Morloch’s retribution for the failure in the north, had simply abandoned Morloch’s Eye… Perhaps.
What is aquamire?
Words uttered in a Ramoth tower, a long way to the north, adjacent Juria’s Keep where even now perhaps Hellin walked alone in the night, her fate sealed by a traitor…
I will not say. It is vile. Evil. The vilest of all substances made with dark wizardry and I cannot bear to speak of it or how it comes to be.
Gawain had seen it being made, a lake of it, filthy and fermenting, on the far side of the mountains that bound Morloch far beyond the reach of Gawain’s vengeance. Mountains which only in dreams could be crossed, and then only by boys of wizards condemned to lonely monastic cells for their nightmares…
Take it far from here, Gawain, take it far from here, and cast it into fire!
Memories of the horrors of Far-gor came flooding back, visions of Morloch’s deception, his great army of ten thousand marching relentlessly across the farak gorin.
How could I have been so wrong? Elayeen, Allazar, how could I have been so completely and utterly wrong?
He looked at the bottle in his hand, small enough for it to be completely hidden when he closed his fist about it. How much of it had the demGoth needed to create, in haste, an Aknid of Gothen, yonder, in the distant hills? A single drop? Two? How many lives had gone into the making of this one small phial?
I’ve never known such clarity of thought…
But then another voice intruded, softer, but no less passionate than Allazar’s plea.
No, G’wain, you didn’t think. The sword and circles were created to prevent Morloch’s return. The Sight, the Word and the Deed were created to hold Morloch’s forces in check, together, and to bring about the new age. That age is almost upon us. Until it is, you, and I, and Allazar, still have our duties to perform.
“You’re right, E,” Gawain whispered, and straightened his back. He hadn’t thought, when he’d battered the Black Riders with Raheen’s Sword of Justice. But he’d felt the jolts of something when he’d taken their heads. Just as he’d felt the jolt of something when he used the sword to destroy the Aknid of Gothen. The same sword he’d plunged unthinking through the vast glass lens beneath the Teeth, a lens filled by thousands of flasks of aquamire…
A break in the clouds revealed a patch of twinkling stars, and a dull, charcoal-grey light painted the stony scrubland where he stood. Ten feet away he spied a lump of rock poking through the topsoil, and strode to it, and knelt, touching it lightly with his fingertips. A chalky limestone, weathered and giving the appearance of crumbling. Gawain placed the phial of aquamire upon it, and stepped back.
Cast it into fire!
No.
Gawain drew the longsword, fixed his eyes upon the phial, and as the starlight began to fade, swung. His aim was true, the phial shattered, and a jolt of familiar something surged briefly through him…
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27. Little White Lies
 
Shortly after sunrise, an inviting crack appeared in the gates of Harks Hearth, and Gawain began the slow walk towards it. He’d been wrong about the rain, and had spent a miserable night watching the flickering lights on the battlements, and envying the watchmen their braziers. And yet, there was a flicker of a smile dancing at the corners of his mouth when, finally, he stepped through the gap in the massive portals.
Iven was standing off to one side of the stone steps leading up to the battlements, teeth clenched, though whether against the chill of a damp dawn or cold ire couldn’t be said. Gawain promptly changed his direction and approached the officer.
“My lord.”
“Good morning, Captain of the Hearthwatch,” Gawain said quietly, and with respect. “My apologies for stealing away from your protection like a thief in the night. I had a duty, and didn’t wish to disturb you or your men with it. I believe the next time I leave it will be through the gate, with my companions.”
“Thank you for your courtesy, my lord, it is much appreciated. And at my morning briefing, the whitesleeves announced that Serre wizard Allazar will be discharged from the infirmary today. I believe you’ll find him at breakfast in the guardhouse. They’ve said that if he shows no ill effects from his liberty when examined tomorrow morning, they shall declare him fit to travel.”
“This is excellent news, Iven, thank you. I hope you won’t think us ungrateful or unappreciative if we leave Harks Hearth promptly after the healers make their pronouncement? We have business with Brock which I’d rather not delay, though the comforts here have been most welcome considering our weeks on the open plains.”
“Of course not, my lord. We’re simply happy to have been of service to Lord Vex and his companions. If there’s anything else you might need, please let myself or the Sergeant know. We’ve plenty of provisions as you know, and his Majesty would flay me alive were I to allow you to leave without loading your pack-horse down.”
Gawain smiled. “I’ll ask Jerryn take a look at our supplies. Thank you again.”
With that, Iven saluted, and left about his business, while Gawain strode to the guardhouse and through the door, banging it shut behind him. All four of his companions were at table, digging in to a hearty cooked breakfast, and Gawain signalled them to remain seated while he removed his cloak and hung it near a brazier by the door to dry.
“Morning, Allazar, how are the scrambled eggs today?”
“Good morning, Longsword, and they’re fried, not scrambled.” Allazar smiled, and squished a yolk with a hunk of bread.
“I meant the ones between yer ears, not the ones on your plate, clodwit.”
“Ah. Those scrambled eggs. My apologies. Those ones seem to be more their usual firmly-poached selves this morning. I’m now at liberty to roam where I will within the walls, and tomorrow, will likely be declared fit for travel. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“It is,” Gawain agreed, filching a thick slice of toast from a plate in the middle of the long oaken table that served for briefings of the watch as well as for meals. “Jerryn, if you’d be so kind, the Captain o’ the ’Watch is concerned for his reputation should we leave without ample supplies for our journey to Castletown…”
“I’ll attend to it promptly, my lord.”
“Ffnkyoo,” Gawain managed, munching the toast heartily and moving closer to the cast iron stove in the middle of the room to warm himself.
“Cold outside, melord,” Ognorm smiled, hacking at a thick slab of gammon. “Rained in the night too, woke me up with the noise on the roof it did.”
“Kept me awake too,” Gawain grumbled, and eyed the last of his toast. “For the same reason, though the hood of my cloak’s not as sound as the roof on the guardhouse. I’m turning in for a few hours. Wake me if anything needs my attention.”
And with that, he finished the toast, and retired to their quarters to sleep.
 
When Gawain woke later that afternoon, Allazar was walking the walls, his Dymendin staff gleaming in the pallid sunshine streaming through great rents in the clouds. Gawain pared a slice of frak, popped it in his mouth, and took the steps by the gates two at a time to join the wizard in his slow ambling around the battlements.
“I hope you will forgive me asking, Longsword, but I fear I must know…”
“It’s done, Allazar.”
Tension seemed suddenly to drain from the wizard’s shoulders, and he smiled, and nodded with approval. “It is the most evil of all substances.”
“I know.”
“Yes, yes you do.” Allazar took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the chill, clear air, and gazing happily out towards the north, letting it out slowly.
“Do you think he still has power and influence, Allazar? Here in the south, and in the Empire?”
“In truth, I do not know. It would be wise to assume so. If we start believing him emasculated and no longer a threat, we may find ourselves back where we started, when the Ramoth came.”
“There are still some worms left in the box to be considered. Pellarn, for one. I still believe the Empire, or Morloch’s agents, acted far too early when they invaded the Old Kingdom. Can you imagine what might have been, had Morloch opened two fronts, one in the north, and one here in the south? If hordes of Meggen warriors had flooded through the Jarn Gap with creatures of the Pangoricon at their disposal?”
“I can, Longsword, which is why I prefer not to. Fortunately for all these lands, the battle in the north was won. We should now keep our eyes fixed firmly on our new goal, and allow the free peoples of the south to rest, and to tend to the business of their own defence. Lord Vex is not required to lead a Kindred Army now. But he is required to recover the Orb, and make the world safe through its destruction.”
“And yet I’m uneasy. Arramin was right, the presence of Razorwing and Kiromok at Calhaneth was no accident. They know about the Orb. I’m wondering now if that Graken-rider, hovering around Juria like a vulture circling a carcass and drawing attention to itself with its aerial attacks, might not have been some clever diversion on Morloch’s part, to draw all eyes away from the west. The lack of an Eye about that demGoth’s neck might be another ruse, to make us think we’re dealing with a lesser, independent threat.”
“And plenty of time to consider such portents. We’ll soon be on our way to Brock’s castle, and thence to that dread city in the forest. I am well,” and for emphasis Allazar took another hearty breath and let it out, “And tomorrow the healers will agree with me and wave us on our way to the west. We’ve made good time, Longsword, better than I expected, what with the wind behind us all of the way.”
“Yes. That, and Jerryn’s ‘Ot Soup’ and ‘Ot Drinkies.’”
Allazar smiled. “I’ve spoken to our friend Reesen, and I agree, there is a sense of humour hidden behind his professional exterior. I have no doubt he knows perfectly well the correct pronunciation of his new vocabulary, having heard all of us talking during our journey. Yet he seems to delight in mimicking Ognorm’s lazy language.”
“He’s helped keep our spirits up with it many a time on wet and windy nights. Did you ask him about any specific orders Elayeen might have given him? I thought I detected a look of stern reproach in his gaze at breakfast this morning.”
“Longsword, Reesen was a Royal Honour Guard in Thal-Hak’s service. Getting anything out of him that he does not wish to give would be next to impossible. All he told me is that his instructions were to use the Sight to keep us safe, and to obey you. If our lady did indeed give him additional orders, he is unlikely to reveal them unless permitted. And I can’t see our queen granting him such license, can you?”
“No, good point, and well made. And let’s not forget the risk he is taking by accompanying us into what is still Elvendere, no matter what the old maps may say. I believe I’ll cut him some slack. Don’t press him for answers, Allazar, not on my behalf.”
“Very well. And very wise.”
“Bah to your feigned compliments. You’re just hoping I’ll shoot that rabbit down there and fetch it in for your supper.”
Allazar sniffed. “Not even a shadow of such a thought had crossed my mind. What’s left of it after battling one of the most powerful dark wizards these lands have seen in modern times.”
Gawain chuckled. “Not including Morloch, of course.”
“Indeed.”
“And since when has being pushed over like a girly in a playground counted as ‘battling’?”
Allazar sniffed again.
Suddenly, Gawain became serious. “When we get to Callodon, I don’t want to remain any longer than absolutely necessary to make arrangements. Knowing Brock, he’d have us feasting for days, weeks even.”
“Have no fear, Longsword. I will provide weight to your words should it be needed. And besides, I know Brock of old from my service in his court. He will recognise the need for a certain degree of urgency, just as Eryk did.”
“Good. Recently, I’ve had the feeling that we were wise to set out from Tarn no later than we did.”
“Really? An intuition?”
“No not really,” Gawain lied, and smiled. “Just a feeling.”
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28. Last Orders
 
Their last night in Harks Hearth was spent enjoying the comforts and entertainment at The Chattering Magpie, and Allazar seemed particularly delighted by it all, though the kitchens were bemused by his order of roast rabbit with so many delicacies available on the menu. Reesen, too, seemed thoroughly entertained by the music, the rustic and jaunty jigs and reels unlikely ever to have been heard in Elvenheth and the Thallanhall, and though he likely didn’t understand a word of the ballads and tales spun by Melany-Gwynne, he sat enthralled, as if hearing something in her voice that no other could.
One of her comic ballads was taken from a popular folk tale, The Last Wishes of Benmello Glimmerwit, concerning an elderly fellow apparently on his death-bed and surrounded by his many avaricious relatives hovering around him like vultures. He sets each of them increasingly difficult and implausible tasks in far-flung lands which they must complete before they may be included as beneficiaries of his will. All of them rush off, save one, an urchin lass, who has no interest in wealth, having never had any. She elects to remain by his bedside during his final days, an act of simple compassion which of course earns her his considerable fortune. She promises to carry his ashes to the shores of the southern sea, to the humble fishing village where the old fellow had been born. She later fulfils her promise, and in that village, she founds with her inheritance a school and refuge to honour his name.
Most of the ballad concerned the comical and disastrous efforts of the less than noble relatives and their greed, and there was of course much laughter at the inn that last night within the walled haven. But, as the night progressed, Ognorm seemed to become more and more withdrawn, and his brow furrowed, as though he were plagued by the sudden memory of some long-forgotten duty or loss.
Much later, perhaps half an hour after the landlord of The Chattering Magpie had called for last orders and rung his time-bell, they made their happy way to their quarters at the guardhouse. It was there, while they were settling for sleep, the glowstone lamps shuttered down to the dimmest of lights, that the reason for Ognorm’s discomfort became known to all. His sudden announcement was startling, and filled with a passion made all the more profound by the darkness and its contrast with the gaiety at the inn:
“Should anything ‘appen to me,” he blurted to the ceiling above him, “On this ‘ere adventure, I’d like very much if’n some one o’ you would oblige me with a favour?”
“A favour?” Gawain asked, hands behind his head as he lay on his bed waiting for sleep.
“Arr, melord. Only, the tale about that Glimmerwit fellow put me in mind o’ me own kin, back ‘ome in the Ruttmark. And thusly my asking of a favour.”
“Name it,” Allazar announced softly. “Not that anything untoward is likely to happen along the way, of course.”
“Arr, well. If anything should ‘appen, I’d be obliged if’n some one o’ you would take Nadcracker back t’ the ‘Mark for me. If’n you can, that is. The old folks might ‘ang it above the fire-place, and tell a story about it to any littluns as may go asking about it. I think I should like that…
“I was too big, y’see, too broad at the shoulder fer the mines an’ the cutting-face. Too broad an’ too tall for aught below, good fer naught but lifting an’ shifting topsides.” Ognorm’s voice became softer, as though he spoke from afar. “Always felt ashamed, I did, on account of that. My father though, he said honest toil was a duty not to be shirked, and that the lifting and the shifting o’ the ore was just as important as the digging an’ the smelting of it. And maybe it is, who am I to naysay ‘im as made me? No-one, that’s who…
“But Nadcracker, that’s a thing far beyond any amount o’ topsiding labour. Far beyond, and like ‘aving me name spoke in the Hall of The Fathers, not to be forgot. Oh, if you could’ve seen the old folks’ faces when I brung it ‘ome, and when me mate Brickard told ‘em about me being called to the fore by yerself, melord! If only you could’ve seen their faces…”
Ognorm sighed in the gloom, and there was a long silence.
“You’ll carry it back yourself,” Gawain said quietly, “Or I’ll carry it for you.”
Someone sniffed and blew their nose, but in the darkness of their quarters no-one knew who, not that it mattered.
“Thank you, melord,” Ognorm sighed, the sound filled with profound relief.
“That doesn’t mean you’re free to go and get yourself killed or anything.”
“Arr. I’ll do me best not to, melord.”
There was another long silence.
Gawain had never seriously considered dying, not until the Battle of Far-gor, and there, surrounded by his friends and side by side with Elayeen, it had been little more than a passing thought, brushed aside by the duty they’d all of them felt; to take as many of Morloch’s with them as they could for the sake of the south.
Before Elayeen, while he was slaughtering the Ramoths, he hadn’t cared one way or the other. Since Elayeen, everything was different.
Now, though, Elayeen was far to the north, and the honesty of Ognorm’s desire simply to be remembered seemed suddenly to force the possibility of failure upon them all.
“The sword must go to Elayeen,” he blurted, surprised by the sound of his own voice in the dark, and surprised by the words themselves as well as for the sentiment. And then he added hastily, almost embarrassed, “In the event that, for some unknown reason far beyond my ability to imagine or conceive, I should be unable to hang on to it myself. For some reason.”
There was another silence.
“I should like my name never to be graven on the Wall in the Guards’ Hall, at home,” Jerryn announced. “I do not wish forever to be a question in the mind of any who might see it there and wonder who I was, and how my name came to be there. I wish for my name to end when all the hearts who have ever known me cease their beating.”
“The white staff cannot be allowed to fall into the enemy’s hands. I would rather it were destroyed, or flung into the sea with the Orb that is our quest than allow any hands but the most trusted to possess it.”
“Nai intheeren Arathalaneer,” Reesen said, his voice firm. He may not have understood all that had been said, but he clearly understood the gist.
“Don’t sing the Arathalaneer,” Allazar translated softly, and after a brief conversation in elvish, added: “It is the song of the fallen thalangard, reserved to honour those who die in service to Elvendere’s crown. Don’t sing it for him.”
“Dunno the words, Reesen mate, no need to worry on that account,” Ognorm assured his friend earnestly.
There was another long silence.
“Well there’s a jolly end to a jolly night on the town,” Gawain sighed, and drew the blankets tighter around him.
 
Breakfast was a solemn affair, the day dawning dull and windy, though dry. After they’d all eaten, Allazar assured them he felt no ill-effects from his recent fall other than a bruised hip and stiff shoulder, neither of which would prevent his travelling. So, while the wizard attended the infirmary for his last examination by the healers, the remaining four companions busied themselves with the horses, and prepared to leave Harks Hearth.
Gwyn seemed delighted to be leaving, bored with her confinement in the warmth and comfort of the stables, and Gawain made a suitable fuss of her. He also paid close attention to Allazar’s new mount, a dapple grey mare of quiet and studious temperament, perhaps four years old. Iven had suggested her, and he had chosen wisely. The mare would be ideal for the wizard, though whether the reverse would also be true remained to be seen.
Finally, when that very wizard arrived smiling happily and with a token declaring him fit to travel, and with the pack-horse laden with fresh supplies, it was time to leave the safety and comfort of Harks Hearth behind them. They left without ceremony, save for an exchange of salutes with the Captain of the Hearthwatch, a nod of farewell for Erik, Sergeant of the Guard, and a quiet call of “Vex!” for Ranger Kern, standing on the battlements above the open gates and signalling ‘all clear without.’
Outside the gates, they turned due west, and Gwyn kicked up to the canter on the start of the four day ride to Callodon Castletown.
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29. Arrangements
 
Brock was not pleased. He’d met them on the steps of his Keep himself, shaggy black hair billowing this way and that in the blustery wind, arms thrown wide and grinning with genuine delight at the sight of Gawain and his companions riding across the courtyard in the early evening twilight. Now, in the warmth of his private apartments high within that mighty Keep, he scowled.
“And this thing, you say, has the power to wreak destruction upon any city in these lands?”
“It does,” Allazar asserted, fulfilling his promise to lend weight to Gawain’s words. “And it is for this reason, your Majesty, we are anxious to end the threat of its existence as soon as possible.”
Brock nodded his understanding, rising from the comfort of his chair to stand by an immense fireplace, leaning on the mantle and gazing into the embers.
“I had hoped, my friend Raheen, to fête the victorious Commander of the Kindred Army as he deserves, and not simply provide a brief respite on his journey into peril. Our last parting was not as I would have wished it, either. All Callodon owes you a debt greater than any which can ever hope to be repaid. You should have seen the celebrations when news of victory in the north arrived, Raheen. You should have seen them. We flew the Red and Gold beside our own colours for a month, and never have we known such pride on seeing another’s flag. Not since the fall of Pellarn have our two colours flown side by side thus, though then they were at half-mast.”
Gawain nodded, and drained his flagon of warm ale, his throat dry after explaining the nature of their quest, and a summary of Arramin’s discovery. “I wish I had. Perhaps when we’ve disposed of this new threat you might run up the colours of my land again, if only for a moment. I haven’t seen them flying from a pole for a long time.”
“Aye, perhaps I shall,” Brock agreed, then took a deep breath, kicked a half-charred log closer to the heart of the hearth, and retook his seat with a sigh. “What do you want of me, my friend, to aid you in this quest of yours?”
“A good ship and a trusted crew to take us out to sea, where we intend to consign the foul device for all time. An escort, to see us safe from the forest to that ship, and to watch over our horses and wait for us while we’re about our business in that forest.”
“You don’t want half the Westguard to accompany you?” Brock gasped.
“No, we’re looking to go in and get out quickly and quietly, without drawing attention to ourselves.”
“Hmm. This thing, this Orb, it isn’t guarded then? At Ferdan, old Arramin spoke of creatures that couldn’t be seen when last you were in that place.”
“It is its own sentry,” Allazar announced, “Destroying all life foolish enough to approach its emanations when there is sufficient light upon it. The Kiromok and Razorwing that Master Arramin described to you at Ferdan were destroyed, and since the battle in the north was won, it is our hope and belief that they’ve not been replaced.”
“I’d still feel better if there were more of you.”
“It’s theft we’re about this time, Brock, not battle. Besides, the Black and Gold will oversee the destruction of the Orb from the decks of the ship, and also guarantee its protection all the way from the forest to its watery grave.”
“If it were anyone else suggesting a venture as mad as this with so few men I would laugh and insist on raising a regiment specifically to accomplish this goal. I still have misgivings, even though it’s you, and yer White Staff going with you. You sure you don’t want Tyrane, and those two scouts you commended so highly?”
Gawain shook his head. “I gave them my word I’d never take them to that city again. I’d hoped never to see it again myself, too. But if they should volunteer to provide escort or help with arrangements for the ship, I’d be honoured to journey with them once more. They’re good men.”
“Aye, your letters of commendation filled my heart with pride, and joy, on learning the calibre of the men in my colours. I’ll respect your word, and shan’t press them into service. I’ll have a quiet talk with Tyrane, though, and see what he has to say about the arrangements. You’ll rest here tonight, of course?”
“Yes, though by your leave, Callodon, without fuss or fanfare. We pushed hard from Harks Hearth and the weather wasn’t kind. A hot meal and a good night’s sleep will do the five of us the world of good before the final push west tomorrow.”
“You’re not planning on resting up at Jarn, then?” Brock grumbled, and took a large draught of ale.
“No,” Gawain looked thoughtful. “No, we’ll head slightly north of west. When we get to the forest, we’ll be able to head directly to the city, due west. I don’t want to alert Jarn to our presence, and I don’t want to follow the same path we took before. It’s why I want to leave the horses on the plains. They’ll be of no use to us in the forest and it would not be kind to take them in there. I’d prefer to leave them in the care of good men.”
“You’ll have ‘em. I’ll make the arrangements with Tyrane when you retire.”
“They’ll need to keep the horses fresh for a quick dash to the port and the waiting ship once we emerge with the Orb, so will need supplies.”
Brock sighed, and shook his shaggy head. “For a thousand years this… this thing has sat there, destroying all who ventured too near, and none of us aware of its existence ‘til now. You’re sure it cannot be kept? You’re sure it cannot be used by us as a weapon?”
“It can be used as a weapon, your Majesty,” Allazar announced firmly, “By a madman bent upon the destruction of all life in our towns and cities. There is only one such madman, I hope, and he, for now at least, is bound beyond the Teeth.”
“All right, all right Allazar,” Brock held up an apologetic hand, “I was only asking, no need to bite my head off.”
“If it’s any consolation, Brock,” Gawain smiled, “I said something similar about launching it at the enemy at the Far-gor, and received similar stern wisdom.”
“Yes, well… I still cannot believe the device was sabotaged by elves themselves. The notion of a silent sentry, an immortal guardian, keeping all lands safe from Morloch and his minions, I can see the appeal of such a device. What did you call those traitors? Torsin?”
“Toorsen.”
“Bastards,” Brock shook his head again, “Mad, evil bastards. A pox on them all. I can think of no curse strong enough for the offence they committed, damn them all. An entire city destroyed, the survivors murdered in cold blood… and here we’ve been, all this time, believing elves the epitome of nobility, keeping their borders closed against us simply to prevent our miserable barbarity from contaminating their state of blessed grace.”
“They were betrayed from within, Brock, by wizards they trusted far too much. Just as we ourselves have been.”
“Aye, so you’ve said. I meant no offence to your lady, Raheen, nor to your new Rangers. Those who came to serve in Callodon are most welcome, and honoured. I’m glad your lady had the sense to send one with you on your quest, and grateful to him for the destruction of that masked bastard east of Harks Hearth, too. Forgive me. I’m simply stunned by the news you have brought, coming so soon after the treachery which took Juria’s light from the world. I liked Willam. Whatever differences we may have had, he was always courteous and reasonable, even in the face of my ire. I admired him greatly for that.”
“His loss is keenly felt by all who knew him,” Allazar agreed. “And Queen Hellin will, I am sure, take comfort from the knowledge that Callodon and Juria stood together in the north, in friendship and honour.”
“Yes, we did. I have already sent assurances that the friendship between our two lands shall not be diminished by his loss. Are you concerned for the border between our two lands?”
“Indeed no!” Allazar insisted, “I am more concerned by the dark threat in the west, and am somewhat anxious that victory in the north not be used as an excuse to lower our guard.”
“Well,” Brock announced, pouring more warm ale into his tankard and passing the pitcher to Gawain, “That’s not going to happen. Not with those Graken creatures flapping about the place as if they own it, and not while reports from Igorn continue to raise eyebrows here.”
“Something amiss in the west?” Gawain leaned forward, passing the pitcher of ale to Allazar.
Ognorm, Reesen and Jerryn sat apart, watching and listening quietly but taking no part in the conversation.
The King of Callodon nodded, and folded his arms across his immense barrel chest. “More reports of Gorian refugees, crossing the River Ostern, north of the marshes in the South-halt. They’re coming across in dribs and drabs, and seem inevitably to wind up in Jarn. There’ve been folk from the Old Kingdom too, who’ve surrendered themselves to the ‘guard claiming to be agents of the Pellarn Resistance.
“In truth, Raheen, I am doubly relieved by the victory at Far-gor; not only for the sake of all lands south of the Teeth and the destruction of Morloch’s horde, but also because it means my Westguard can now be reinforced, and with battle-hardened veterans at that.”
“Given what we know of the Empire, refugees fleeing the tyranny of dark wizards comes as no surprise.”
“I agree, but Igorn has his doubts about some of ‘em. Many are big men, fit, hard, and with a look suggestive of trained warriors rather than slave labourers. I for one am most grateful that the forest of Pellarn north of the Jarn Gap is broad indeed. We have no way of knowing how many have crossed the Ostern north of our ‘guards range.”
“And those claiming to be of the Pellarn Resistance, what news do they bring?”
Brock looked sour, and took a swig of ale. “They could speak of two-headed demons breathing fire and eating rock, and who is to gainsay them? We’ve no way of checking any intelligence they might provide. In truth, the picture they paint is confused, some claiming that the Old Kingdom is ruled by Imperial governors, others that dark wizards and Goth-lords of old now hold the reins of power.
“Each story is different, though this they claim is because each so-called resistance fighter is from a different region to the others. Igorn doubts them all, and is wary of the numbers of these ‘refugees’ now scattered about the farms and fields around Jarn.”
“I believe you’re right to strengthen your defences in the west, Brock. You have friends in all other directions but there. I have my suspicions about the Empire and the taking of Pellarn, and what we learned from our Gorian friends last year merely strengthens my belief that the attack on the Old Kingdom was premature. But still, these are your lands, my friend, and you’ve held the South-halt well enough and long enough without me interfering.”
“Raheen never did interfere, my friend. It’s what I admired most about your father. With all the might at his disposal, he left well alone, yet stood poised and ready to aid the lowlands at a moment’s notice.”
Gawain nodded, and felt suddenly tired. He pinched the bridge of his nose and stifled a yawn.
“We have to concentrate our energies on recovering and destroying the Orb. After that, we’ll see. From my memory of the map Allazar provided me with on your orders so long ago, Porthmorl would be the nearest safe harbour to the Jarn Gap?”
“Aye,” Brock nodded, noticing the weariness stealing over all his guests in the warmth of the apartment. “It sits at the southern foot of a triangle formed between it, Castletown here in the west, and Harks Hearth in the east. Four days ride from each to the other. Deep water there, too.”
“So, six or seven days from Jarn, perhaps eight from the edge of the forest where we’re going.”
“Yes. Come, Raheen, you’re all in need of hot food and warm beds. I’ll show you up to the guest quarters and have the kitchens send something up. You’ll not be disturbed after that. In the morning, I’ll let you know what arrangements have been made.”
 
Those arrangements were outlined after an immense breakfast, Brock’s hospitality the equal of his own appetites. Tyrane was there, resplendent in his Black and Gold staff officer’s uniform, and Gawain’s greeting was warm and sincere. There was a hint of sadness in the Callodon officer’s eyes though, a sadness Gawain understood all too well; they were going to a place Tyrane and the scouts had sworn never to set foot again.
“So, my lords,” Tyrane announced, when finally they gathered around a table covered in maps and documents. “His Majesty has provided details of your requirements, and the arrangements are well in hand. I’ve hand-picked four of the Guard to ride with you to the forest north of the Jarn Gap. They’re good men, my lord, and all served with the Heavies under Flag-Major Hern. They’ll take good care of the horses, you may be certain of that.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
Tyrane nodded, and continued his briefing. “Once you’ve arrived at your destination, they’ll withdraw from the forest, a mile or slightly less, there to make a travelling camp. It’s unlikely anyone will observe them here in this season, not many merchants journeying at this time of year.
“Two days after you leave Castletown, a second group of riders will leave the Guards HQ, bearing all the appearances of a routine long-range patrol. They’ll head for the forest and unite with the travelling camp a couple of days after you’ve entered the forest, swelling its numbers sufficient to provide safe escort to Porthmorl. They’ll have supplies enough to get you all from the region of the Jarn Gap to the harbour without the need for re-supply, foraging, or contact with civilians. They themselves will be resupplied two days after that, again from here in Castletown. There’ll be no contact with Jarn.
“There’s a coastal brigantine wintering at Porthmorl, the Melusine. She’s commanded by Captain Balhaggan, he’s been her master for thirty years and there are few who know the Callodon coast as well as he does.”
“Good man, you’ll like ‘im,” Brock concurred, “Rarely sets foot ashore himself these days though. His crew can be trusted too, Raheen. What navy we have is all volunteers, there are no pressed men or convicts among ‘em like in the Empire. There are four brigantines in service, but the other three are moored further south.”
Gawain nodded appreciatively.
“When you emerge from the forest,” Tyrane continued, “Word will be sent here, and relayed to Balhaggan to make preparations for your arrival. He’ll be under orders simply to go where you tell him. More than that, he’ll know nothing save that he’s under King’s Orders, and his men too.”
“Which means they’ll keep their gobs and ears shut, tend to their own business, and do whatever you tell ‘em on pain of death,” Brock rumbled ominously.
“It should take you a week or so to make Porthmorl. As soon as we receive word that you’re en route, two patrols will be despatched from HQ, one towards you, to sweep the region ‘twixt the forest and Castletown, and one towards Porthmorl, to clear the path ahead of you.”
“Excellent, thank you, Tyrane.”
“Anything else you need, Raheen?”
“No, thank you, Brock.”
“Message for your lady? I can send word you arrived here safely, at least?”
“No, thank you. I believe she’d rather hear that I’m on my way back to her than learn that I’m still on my way to that city. I’m sorry we can’t stay any longer, it’d be good to spend some time with old friends.”
“Very well,” Brock sighed, “I know a goodbye when I hear one. If you think of anything else you need between here and the west gate, let Tyrane know. He’ll ride with you that far at least.”
Gawain smiled sadly, and nodded to his companions. “You’ll give my best to lady Elspeth, Brock? And make it clear that our prompt departure is no reflection of the warmth of her hearth?”
“I shall, and thank you for the courtesy, Raheen. Perhaps, when the fuss is all over and done, you’ll make a proper visit, and with your lady too.”
Brock held out his arm, and Gawain clasped it, firmly.
“Be careful, lad,” Brock whispered, “If Igorn’s twitchy about the west, it’s with good reason.”
Gawain acknowledged the warning with a stern nod, and then Tyrane was leading them from the apartments and down to the stables, Brock watching them go, and quietly wishing he could go with them.
“The men aren’t expecting introductions, m’lord, they know you, they wear the emblem of the Kindred still, and they know their duty. The tallest there is Joss, the big bloke to his left is Corporal Ekerd, the shortest is Malko, and the one with the red hair is Vinn. Good lads all.”
“Your recommendation is enough for me, my friend. How’s the book progressing, by the way?”
Tyrane smiled. “Well enough, m’lord, and with his Majesty’s blessing. In fact, he’s posted me to the Keep, the better to finish it. He says it’s to be more than just a record of the battle, but also a remembrance to honour those who served there, and those who fell.”
“Good,” Gawain smiled, sadly. “It shouldn’t be forgotten, and nor should they. We all came far too close to losing everything to allow it to happen again.”
“I’ll ride with you to the gate, if you don’t mind, m’lord?”
“No, I certainly don’t mind at all.”
“I shouldn’t be too surprised if you were to see the two lads Rollaf and Terryn again in the not-too-distant future, either. It’s a long ride from the forest to Porthmorl and you’ll need a couple of good scouts in the van, I daresay.”
Gawain smiled. “It’ll be good to see them again. I hope they’ve had a chance to rest after all their work last year.”
Saddles and packs were checked and re-checked, and with memories of a summer’s departure from Jarn in the forefront of Gawain’s mind, the nine who were bound for the forest rode away from Callodon Keep, Tyrane providing escort.
At the west gate in the great but aged curtain wall encompassing the Castletown, Tyrane paused, and eyed Gawain.
“You will be careful there, m’lord? There, where I and the lads cannot go?”
“Yes, my friend, we shall. With great good fortune we’ll be in and out and no-one any the wiser. Besides, it’s the wizard I’ll be sending up that tower to fetch the bloody thing. I’ll be stood a safe distance away cheering him on between mouthfuls of frak and Jurian brandy.”
Tyrane smiled, and adjusted his cloak, and gave a single, brief nod that seemed to carry with it a barge-load of emotion. Then he saluted, as smartly as ever.
“Vex, m’lord. ‘Til next we meet.”
“Vex, my friend,” Gawain returned the salute, and led the nine through the gates, westward, bound for Calhaneth.
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30. Silent Serenity
 
It was on the evening of February 28th, four days after leaving Callodon Castletown, they made their night-camp in sight of the forest, though it was late and the trees were little more than shadows in the gloom of an overcast sunset. Gawain didn’t want to risk approaching too closely at night, even though Reesen declared the area clear of darkness, and clear of life-lights.
The journey had been made in good humour, the Callodonian escorts sharing with them that informal and relaxed camaraderie known by all who have endured battle together. Those four wore the emblem of the Kindred on their Black and Gold tunics with great pride, though the emblems and the uniforms remained hidden beneath shabby cloaks and grubby leggings intended to give them the appearance of humble travellers, the better to avoid drawing unwanted attention to themselves.
Not that they’d seen anyone at all on the journey. Since they’d left the well-beaten road to Jarn a couple of miles from the west gate and headed northwest, there’d been no-one and nothing to mark their passing beyond goats and sheep.
Now, though, in sight of the forest, they were quiet, and thoughtful. The mundane business of travelling was over. In the morning, the quest for the Orb would begin in earnest.
“Ot soup, miThal,” Reesen quietly announced, handing Gawain a steaming tin mug.
“Arr, mitak, mate,” Gawain smiled in the gloom, accepting the mug gratefully. There’d been a sudden cold snap, heavy frosts and bitter winds which had numbed faces and made noses run.
Reesen’s eyebrow twitched, which Gawain now assumed was the closest that the elf would allow himself to a real smile in the presence of his Thal. Which, the young king decided, was a shame. Of all those in the party huddling near the tiny camp stove and the heat from the faint glow of its charcoal biscuits, only Reesen’s laughter hadn’t been heard along the way. Self-discipline was one thing, but the occasional smiles and fleeting grins the elf had made on the journey were few and far between, and seemed to set him apart from the rest of them.
Not that Ognorm seemed to mind. The powerful dwarf had kept up his tireless stream of vocabulary lessons for all the weeks of their long journey, and Reesen had played the part of dutiful student with such good humour and enthusiasm it was difficult not to like the imposing Ranger in spite of his lack of laughter.
That imposing Ranger eyed the forest again. “No dark, no light. Treesen birds sleep.”
“No big animals?”
“Nai. No biggen no smalls.”
“Odd, innit?”
“Arr. Odd. Edscratchy odd.”
Gawain grinned in the gloom and tried to hide it with his mug. After burning his tongue on the hot soup he smiled and turned to the Ranger, and was sure that the gleam in the Ranger’s eyes was nothing to do with reflected starlight now the sun was well over the horizon beyond the tree line.
“Get some rest, Reesen. Your Sight will be needed tomorrow.”
“Rest, isst miThal.”
And with that, the Ranger returned to the makeshift camp and his bedroll. Allazar had been watching the two young men, and once Reesen was settling for the night, joined Gawain, who was still contemplating the dark shape of the forest.
“A copper for them, Longsword.”
“They’re probably not worth that much. Just wondering whether the horror waiting for us in there will be diminished at all, now that we know what to expect.”
Allazar clutched the staff with both hands, drawing it in to his left shoulder and resting his head against it. “It may be, with so little light falling on the Orb these past months. Who knows, perhaps the dread sounds of the city’s death are silenced in winter, when the Orb’s emanations are weakest.”
“I hope so, Allazar. Sometimes I think my head is drowning in a sea of names. I really don’t want to hear Calhaneth screaming again.”
“With the Orb removed from its tower and destroyed, perhaps the city can finally rest, and the peace of the forest bless the ruins with nature’s silent serenity.”
Gawain sipped at his soup, but gave no voice to his scepticism. He knew that while a single person lived who understood the depth of the Toorsencreed’s treachery, there could be no peace for Calhaneth.
“Morloch has much to answer for,” he whispered in the gathering dark, ominously. “For you may be sure he was at the root of elfwizards’ treachery. Raheen gone, Pellarn enslaved, Goria suffering under the yoke of dark oppression, and Elvendere robbed of its future. The whole world robbed of the brightest lights of reason and progress, and such wonders as can only be dreamed of had the promise of the Orb been fulfilled. Calhaneth was a chance to slam the doors in Morloch’s face and bar them against him for all time. Its destruction was a crime against all the kindred races, and there shall be vengeance.”
Allazar shivered, and drew his cloak tighter.
“I think I’ll make a fuss of Gwyn. She’s not going to like being left behind in the company of strangers, any more than she’d like going back in there.”
And with that, Gawain attended to his duties, leaving the wizard frowning, and wondering at the subtle changes in his king’s demeanour since Harks Hearth.
 
Dawn on the first day of March broke dry and clear, and found the non-descript group of travellers making the most of hot breakfast wine and cold salt-pork sandwiches, save for two of the number, who preferred frak. Packs and weapons were checked, water skins topped up, and when breakfast was done, the campsite was temporarily abandoned for the short ride to the tree line. There, five dismounted, and with a wave and a nod, entered the forest. There’d been no need for words or orders, all requirements had been made perfectly clear before sleep the night before.
The gloom in the forest was familiar to some, not to others, and likewise the musty, damp odour of rotting leaf litter and fungi. Gawain paused a moment, gave a hand-signal, and the five spread out in line abreast, picking their way cautiously further into the woodland, taking great care lest old traps still lay in wait for careless feet beneath a thick blanket of leaf-fall here at the tip of the south-western toe of Juria.
It was slow going at first, caution the watchword, but a mile from the tree line the trees grew taller and further apart, shrubs and brambles and lesser plant life faded, until only mosses, lichens and fungi thrived in the gloom.
It was distinctly eerie, for Jerryn and Ognorm in particular, but seeing the calm concentration on the others’ faces gave them comfort, and they rightly assumed all was as it should be. Except for the lack of animals bigger than mice, voles, and shrews, and they were heard but not seen.
At noon, Gawain called a halt for lunch, and they gathered in a small clearing made by a fallen tree, its trunk scarred by lightning-strikes years ago, perhaps before any of them were born. In a thunderstorm, it doesn’t pay to be the tallest tree in the woods. Spangles of pallid winter sunshine lit the tiny glade, a bright blue sky directly overhead, and there the five ate a frugal meal.
“This is all we may expect, clear to the city,” Gawain whispered. “But we should remain quiet, and watchful. Remember, we would not be made welcome by elves should they find us here. Not that I imagine any of them will venture this far south of Ostinath.”
“No elfs,” Reesen confirmed. The taboo against setting foot anywhere near Calhaneth was, it seemed, still as powerful as ever, though Gawain recalled that the Sutengard had ventured beyond the first Wheel of Thal-Marrahan not so long ago.
“I expected more in the way of undergrowth, my lord,” Jerryn whispered back.
“Not enough light for it to grow,” Allazar explained.
“That bloke Theo must’ve been ‘ard as nails,” Ognorm shuddered, shaking his head, “Or found a way to eat twigs. Not seen much in the way o’ grub since we came in ‘ere.”
“The forest thrived back in Theo’s day, master Ognorm,” Allazar smiled, “It’s only been long centuries of the Orb’s emanations and perhaps creatures of Morloch’s making that have driven the game far from here.”
“Arr, well, he’d still ‘ave to catch it, cook it, and eat it, and with ‘ostile elves on the look-out. Wouldn’t fancy it meself, not without this,” and Ognorm pared another slice of frak from a lump for emphasis.
Allazar nodded sagely, and all of them gazed at their gloomy and inhospitable surrounds, and thought the same thing.
Sleep that night was easier for some than others, though in truth there was little to disturb their peace beyond the rattling of twigs and creaking of branches in the rising wind. A storm was on its way, they could all feel it in the air, and they wrapped up tight against the rain they knew would inevitably follow the chill gusts.
 
Gawain set a pace as brisk as all necessary caution would permit, bearing in mind their concerns. It was urgent enough to ensure watchfulness and imbue them all with a sense of great purpose, yet measured enough for their passage to be as stealthy as might be expected on such terrain.
Thoughts of hearth and home were abandoned, recalled to mind only in the moments before sleep, and in dreams, if at all. Duty was everything, and infused them, and with it, they all seemed to become much more than ever they had been before entering the woodland. Jerryn, in particular, seemed to glow with life, and purpose, his eyes bright, senses keen and alert, padding wolf-like through the forest.
Gawain recognised that quality in all of them. It was life, glowing brightly, from deep within each of them, the kind of life that shines from the eyes of brave men finally at peace with themselves and moving into danger with trusted comrades at their side.
 
And shortly after noon on their fourth day in the forest, the way ahead grew lighter, weeds and brambles and ferns began to proliferate, and an angular shape draped in ivy and suckerweed announced the presence of something not of nature’s making. Slowly, they advanced towards it, the King of Raheen taking the lead.
Gawain knelt, drew his boot knife, and flipped over a clod of leaf litter. Nothing, as he’d expected. He glanced up at the shards of grey light flickering through the canopy, scudding clouds high overhead marking the last storm’s passing and shielding the sun from view.
All eyes were fixed upon him where he knelt beside the ancient wall, and he summoned them to him with a gesture.
“It’s noon, or not long past it,” he whispered.
Four heads bobbed agreement, and then Allazar’s eyes widened.
“This is Calhaneth,” Gawain announced solemnly. “And we have not heard the sounds and screams of its passing.”
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31. Into the Heart
 
“Perhaps, then, the Orb is dormant, and may safely be approached,” Allazar whispered.
Gawain shrugged. “It’s true the sun’s in and out, but the day’s bright enough even with those racing clouds. We won’t know for certain until we get to the centre of the city. Stay close together. Reesen to lead. We’ll take as direct a route as possible, and move quickly but cautiously. Allazar,” Gawain nodded towards Reesen, and for safety’s sake, the wizard translated the orders.
Reesen acknowledged the instructions, and with weapons readied, they moved off. The going would be quicker, Gawain knew, without a blind elfin, civilians, and an elderly wizard in tow, never mind without horses to lead. Ditches and long-collapsed drains and sewers could be jumped, nimbly and quietly. Mounds of buried rubble could be scaled, obstacles rapidly negotiated, and a much more direct path to the centre taken than the first time he and Allazar had been here.
Statues, some intact, others half-buried, added occasional shivers to the eerie silence, speaking as they did of lives long extinguished, pointing mutely towards toppled walls where once those lives dwelled or found entertainment. For Gawain and Allazar, the sights were similar to those they’d seen before; to the others, they were alien, and filled with foreboding.
Here, on the eastern side of the ruined city, more of the shells of buildings had survived intact, more walls left standing than had been seen in the southern quarter. Gawain guessed that the structures here had been stronger built, more of stone than of wood, dwellings and businesses perhaps of the more affluent, or for elves of status. Yet, all now was draped with suckerweed and lichen, and trees erupted from once-firm foundations, thrusting out their mighty limbs to topple the heaviest of lintels.
Reesen paused, and bent at the hip, moving his head from side to side as if trying to peer around or through an obstacle. Breaths were held, muscles tensed, lips were licked and eyes strained. Then the Ranger moved forward again, signalling the all-clear. A pigeon suddenly launched itself from a bough overhead, its wings clapping as it sped south between the trees.
Avenues between the trees grew broader, and the light grew brighter as the canopy thinned even further. Ahead and to the left, half a statue stood frozen waist-deep in the forest floor, holding up a pitted and lichen-blotched marble horse-shoe, pointing directly towards them. Leave, it seemed to say, Leave now, and take to your horses!
They ignored the silent warning, and pressed on towards the centre. Brambles and weeds, twisted and gnarled, began to proliferate in the brighter light, and seemed to tug at their boots, leaves rustling loudly when a slip or a misstep became briefly entangled. Trees thinned, saplings more in evidence, showing signs of blight and sickness, trunk and branch withered and deformed. Ahead, shapes loomed, pillars of aged blue-stone, columns of white-stone, all mottled with yellow lichen.
Finally, Reesen rounded the end of an immense wall standing proud of a mound of overgrown rubble, and squatted on his haunches, shaking his head in astonishment.
“The Wheel of Thought, or so Arramin called it,” Gawain whispered, gazing through the sparse growth of spindly saplings bursting up through the bleached flagstones at the edge of the great circular way.
They moved cautiously forward, to the very edge of the cracked and crumbling stones of the blue and white chequered way. Directly ahead of them, the gable end of the eastern refectory, scorched, tongues of soot poking upward from the vacant windows and what was once a door to the kitchens within.
And there, towering over the refectory, atop its great marble square and girded by its immense colonnades, the roundtower with its shattered dome, and atop the entablature of the colonnades, statues of Arristanas, holding aloft the Orb, and beckoning.
There they waited, breath caught in wonder, Allazar and Gawain witnessing again the spectacle of Calhaneth’s broken hope, and this time knowing the true horror of its shattering.
“Something is wrong,” Gawain finally whispered, the sound all the more alarming for the vista before them.
“It seems to me as it was when first we gazed upon it,” Allazar replied softly, his voice filled with immense sorrow. “Though then, fewer leaves than now blew across the chequered paving of that broad and dreadful way, where so many were struck down.”
“No, something is wrong. I cannot define it yet…”
They waited, in silence, and with a rising sense of dread while Gawain frowned, deep in thought, studying the spectacle before them.
Dry leaves scraped and rustled, skittering across the paving slabs on the gentle breath of chill breezes. They were everywhere, some spinning and swirling in tiny circles, lifting occasionally to spiral a few feet from the ground before falling back again.
“There!” Gawain whispered with great conviction, and pointed with his left hand, an arrow still strung in his right. “The fourth statue of Arristanas to the left of the blue column.”
Heads and eyes swivelled.
“Birdy, miThal,” Reesen announced calmly.
“Arr, pigeon by the looks, melord.”
“Aye, a pigeon. Where nothing alive has dared to venture for a thousand years,” Gawain insisted.
And, as if to emphasise his point, the pigeon launched itself gracefully from the statue, and two more, wings slapping and clapping as if applauding Gawain’s observation, blasted up from an unseen roost deep within the shattered dome of the roundtower.
Allazar blinked in astonishment, watching the birds as first they circled the dome, and then sped away to the north.
“No dark,” Reesen announced softly. “No light.”
Gawain turned to Allazar, but said nothing.
The wizard sighed, and shook his head. “I do not know what to make of it. Only that the object of our quest is to be found within that sad ruin.”
“Do we wait for darkness as planned, my lord?” Jerryn prompted softly. “Those pigeons seemed unharmed and were inside the dome for a goodly amount of time.”
“We’ll advance, and have done with it. Allazar, you’ll lead, but have the stick ready to shield yourself if needed. Be ready to run for the trees, all of you, should a loud humming commence from within that tower.”
Deep breaths were taken, and holding the Dymendin horizontally before him in both hands, Allazar stepped onto the cracked rim of the Wheel of Thought.
Nothing happened, of course, just as nothing had happened before. But this time, as he began to advance, there was no sense of rising pressure, no shimmering in the air above the broken dome, no deep humming to presage catastrophe.
Slowly, cautiously, but without hesitation, the remainder followed, Reesen taking a position to the left, head swivelling, using the Sight and turning full circle from time to time. It seemed to take an age to reach the shell of the eastern refectory, the interior blackened and gutted, nothing but twisted and melted pieces of metal within the scorched walls. There, they paused a moment, unsure which way to go, until Gawain nodded to the right, and Allazar set off again, around the north-eastern corner of the building.
They walked its length, trying to avoid looking in through the blind eyes of its vacant windows, or at the immense tongues of soot that spread upwards from their lintels. Ahead, perhaps fifty yards further on, the vast marble pedestal, giving the appearance of twelve layers of great rectangles of polished black stone each a little smaller than the next, laid atop one another.
Still there was no sign of imminent danger, and still they moved, staying closer together and behind Allazar once they were clear of the refectory.
“A little faster, if you please, Allazar,” Gawain whispered, the awe of the spectacle seeming to demand a respectful hush.
Allazar opened his stride, leaves occasionally crunching underfoot. Another small flock of pigeons, half a dozen of them, sped overhead, again towards the north, passing the roundtower without hesitation and without flinching from their course.
A gust of wind, the last breath of the storm they’d endured in the forest, swept an army of leaves around their legs, filling the air briefly with a rushing sound of waterfalls before it died. The sun emerged from behind the last of the clouds, pale and weak to the south, casting sharp shadows and making flecks of mica in the stone all around them sparkle like glittering gems.
Allazar froze, gazing up at the dome through the immense pillars of the colonnades before them, and held his breath…
Nothing. A sudden stillness settled over the city, but far from silent serenity, this was the sepulchral silence of a mausoleum.
The wizard let out his breath in a long, slow sigh, and set off again. Jerryn glanced to his left at Gawain, who caught the movement and returned the brief look of relief before the four followed Allazar’s lead.
At the first of the marble steps, Allazar paused again, seeing his own reflection in the polished stone, black as night, with thread-veins of white running deep below the high gloss sheen of its surface. No joints between the blocks were visible, and such was the effect of the sun and its reflection within the stones, that Allazar gingerly placed his foot upon the step as if it were liquid, rather than solid.
Up, then, twelve steps up to the broad expanse of black, broad as any Castletown courtyard ever was. Through the immense pillars towering high overhead, under the great span of the entablature atop them, footfalls muted, and the full imposing girth of the college and library of natural magycks struck them, its broken dome looming high above, almost lost from their view now.
An arched doorway, open to the elements, faced them, the eastern entrance to the roundtower gaping. Off to the right, Allazar’s head swivelling and the rest followed suit, a mottled green memory of the splendour that had been the tower’s shining copper dome; a great sheet of twisted metal, a thirty-foot length of cladding lying like a shrivelled petal where it had fallen a thousand years before those who passed it by were born.
Still they moved quietly across the jet black of the polished marble underfoot, and then, a yard from the threshold and peering into the blackness within the tower, Allazar stopped. The wizard glanced at them all, took a deep breath, and then let it out quickly, and then took another, and then stepped into the very heart of Calhaneth.
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32. A Safe Wager
 
The darkness inside the tower had been an illusion caused by the brightness of the sun reflecting from its white-stone and mica-spangled exterior, and the relatively soft light within; a light which streamed in through the loophole light-wells Arramin had so accurately described on their first arrival in the city, in the summer.
While the wizard gazed about in awe and allowed his eyes to adjust to the relative gloom, the others moved in behind him, fanning out to each side.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain gasped, and blinked rapidly.
High overhead, a vaulted stone ceiling capped the interior of the tower, a great cantilevered staircase spiralling up around the inside of the walls and through it to whatever lay above, presumably the Orb chamber. Nothing else remained of the interior, fire-blackened stone walls testifying to the catastrophe which had destroyed the immense oaken beams which once supported four floors within the college, corbels now vacant. The fifth floor lay above that vaulted ceiling, and only by the spiralling stairs could it be reached.
But that was not the cause for Gawain’s exclamation. The cause lay in heaps near the foot of the staircase, by the southern doorway, and more by the western portal.
“Reesen?” Gawain whispered.
“No light, no dark, miThal.”
“Cautiously, then,” Gawain suggested needlessly, and they moved slowly across the bleached flagstones towards the shapes clustered near the foot of the stairway.
“Death, miThal,” Reesen announced quietly, his nose wrinkling. “Stinky odd.”
When they got closer to the remains, they saw the reason for the oddness of the odour Reesen had complained about. There were three bodies lying on the flagstones a small distance apart, and from the brown stains on the floor around them it appeared they’d been dead for at least three days. But the odd smell was emanating from a fourth, which was sitting against the wall a few feet from the gaping southern portal, through which the late afternoon sunshine spilled.
“What was it?” Jerryn asked, eyeing the remains.
“A man, I think. Those three look to be wearing the kind of hard-wearing clothes you might expect to find on a Gorian slave refugee. This one… has the shape of a man.”
“There is nothing there but a foul corruption, like mould heaped in the shape of a man reclining back against the wall,” Allazar said, horrified, and astonished. Then a sudden realisation gripped him. “The Orb!”
With that, the wizard rushed past the grotesque remains, and took the spiral stairs at an impressive run. Reesen made to follow, but Gawain held him back, watching as Allazar sped up and around the interior of the squat and broad roundtower, robes flying, staff glinting in the sunshine streaming in through the loopholes. In no time at all, or so it seemed, the wizard had made a full circumference of the tower’s tapered interior, and then vanished from view in the gloom of the entrance to the upper floor. After a few moments, he reappeared, took a few steps down, and then sat heavily.
“Gone,” his voice drifted down to them, echoing eerily. “The Orb is gone. Nothing remains but the plinth upon which it reposed.”
Slowly, they trudged up the stairway, staying close to the wall for safety, in stunned silence. Gawain, though, glanced frequently at the remains below. Four men had died there, and recently…
After passing through the ceiling and onto a narrow landing, Allazar leading the way, Gawain paused, and eyed the marks and chips in the stone of the wall. It was here, a thousand years ago, whitebeards had frantically attempted to gain access to the interior. Here that the steel-braced door had been blown apart and elfwizards destroyed when the treachery of the ToorsenViell had made itself manifest in fire and in death.
In the Orb chamber, leaf-blown and open to the elements, the plinth which Theo of Smeltmount had described in his account now stood vacant at the exact centre of the floor. Nothing else remained. The great domed roof, or rather what was left of it, seemed to have been fabricated from shaped metallic girders, the remains of which were twisted in testament to the explosion which had burst the dome asunder so long ago.
“We are too late,” Allazar sighed. “The Orb is in the hands of the enemy.”
Gawain shook his head. “Not yet. Come, we’ve sated our morbid curiosity and seen this place with our own eyes. Now it’s time to seek out those who came here before us, and not long ago if those three corpses below are any measure of time.”
“The Orb could already be on its way to Ostinath, or Callodon, or Juria, or to any town in the lands, Longsword.”
“Then, wizard, we shall track it. And take it, and destroy it. That empty plinth tells us one thing which is in our favour: the Orb is sealed safe now in its Morgmetal box, or the forest would’ve burned on the first sunrise of its journey away from here. Come, back below. I want another look at those corpses, and then our quest becomes a hunt.”
 
Those corpses were intriguing, to say the least. When the three dead men near the southern entrance were rolled over onto their backs, the gaping wounds in their chests spoke not of death in mortal combat. More, they were wearing chainmail beneath their humble, hard-wearing outer garments.
“These were men of Goria,” Gawain asserted. “I’ve seen such mail before, last year, and worn by the chain-pulling guardsmen with the Kraal in the woods alongside the Jarn Road.”
“What would slavers want with the Orb?” Jerryn asked, “Unless Goria plans to expand its reach beyond the Old Kingdom?”
“Why go to such lengths?” Gawain responded, “When simple force of arms and a thrust through the Jarn Gap while we were facing Morloch’s horde in the north would’ve seen Callodon fall within a matter of days? No, there is something much more sinister at work here. I don’t think these men were struck down by the Orb’s emanations, nor weapons of steel. I saw a wound like that, at Far-gor, inflicted by a traitor of the D’ith.”
“And the other ‘un, melord?” Ognorm nodded towards the grotesque form by the south door. “How came that one to die?”
“I don’t know. There are more questions here than answers. Perhaps there always were. Where are their weapons? Where are their packs and supplies? It’s as though they were stripped of such things before being abandoned where they fell.”
Gawain nodded at the other corpses near the western portal. “We’ll probably find the same there.”
They did, three more bodies identically dressed, though these appeared to have been struck down from behind rather than head on as their southernmost comrades had been.
“What now, Longsword?”
“Now, Allazar, we leave this place. We’ll find no spoor to track in here. We’ll start with the western quarter I think. If these were indeed Gorian guardsmen, then it’s from that direction they’ll have come, and it looks like it was in that direction these three were fleeing when blasted from behind by whatever it was that killed them.”
Out, then, out from the vacant ruin and dead heart of Calhaneth, out and across the marble paving towards the colonnades and the western quarter of the city. But they’d scarcely passed under the entablature and its beckoning statues of Arristanas when they spotted another corpse, this time laying face up on the steps, head downmost, and a steel crossbow bolt sticking out from its chest.
“This is no Gorian guardsman like those within,” Jerryn announced, “And it still has its sword, sheathed. We’ve seen this kind of blade before, my lord! Standing guard outside Ramoth towers!”
“Mercenaries of the west,” Gawain nodded. “And there are more of the same yonder on the flagstones.”
There were, six in all, five of them with the garb and weapons of the kind Gawain and Jerryn, and Allazar too, knew well enough. The sixth, though, was different from its comrades. That one was little more than a mass of black and green mould in the form of a man lying on the cold, bleached flagstones of the Wheel of Thought.
“What happened here, Longsword?”
“Judging from the way the bodies are strewn, I’d say they were shot from the cover of those ruined buildings yonder. Perhaps that one on the steps back there was the first to die, or was a straggler running from the tower to catch up, I don’t know. Come, let’s take a look over there.”
They jogged across the chequered circular way to the ruins of what was once a great college, blocks and columns sticking up from the soil like a row of broken teeth, rubble scorched and tumbled, the overgrowth weakly, yellowed and twisted, barely beyond the range of the Orb’s lightning when the device had resided in the dome.
Near the remains of a toppled wall, large areas of blackened humus lay exposed, as if they’d been dug over by an enthusiastic gardener’s fork.
“We’ve seen that before, too, at Far-gor, and in the hills east of Harks Hearth.”
“Aye,” Allazar agreed, “And on the road to Jarn. Those are the marks left by the black fireballs cast by a wizard of the darken creeds.”
On the other side of the rubble, signs where men had lain in wait, small areas cleared for shooting out across the way, and marks where toe-holds had been kicked to form crude supports while they’d waited.
“That’s strange,” Allazar remarked, and nodded towards what appeared to be a deep hole in the ground some twenty feet from where the attackers had lain in ambush. “It looks reasonably fresh.”
Gawain edged closer to the pit, and peered in. “It’s deep, but I can see stone in there. A sewer, or some kind of underground waterway, running under the college. I believe Arramin mentioned such works. But yes, the edges appear fresh-exposed. The collapse was recent, probably caused by the force that lay in wait tromping over it, as Martan might say.”
Gawain clambered back over the rubble and moved onto the rim of the Wheel of Thought again, folding his arms, arrow still strung in his right hand, pondering his next decision.
“How are you at scouting and tracking, Ognorm?”
“In truth? Couldn’t find me own arse with both ‘ands, melord.”
“Jerryn?”
“Rusty through years of court duties, and so not to be trusted should it be important.”
“Thank you both for your honesty. Reesen,” Gawain nodded towards the west, and gave a brief hand signal.
“Mithal.”
“Jerryn, Ognorm, go with him please. Stay alert. Meet back here in half an hour. Allazar with me, and stay close.”
 
Some thirty minutes later, they regrouped at the south-western rim of the Wheel of Thought, and Reesen gave his concise report.
“Much feets, go west, miThal.”
“Aye, my lord,” Jerryn agreed, “We saw signs of a large party, twenty or more. Beyond that, it’s difficult to say. The ground is churned up, and the leaf litter and humus doesn’t lend itself to accurate observation the way mud or more solid ground would do. Something else, too, another one of those mould-creatures, about ten minutes into the trees, lying at the foot of a statue.”
“Two groups then, one moving west, the other southwest.” Gawain frowned, and gazed first towards the north, and then over his shoulder.
“Which way, melord?” Ognorm asked the question nobody else wished to.
“The dark wizard went due west,” Gawain announced, “And the group which attacked the dark wizard’s party took the more southerly track. From what we saw in the tower and out here, it’s probably a safe wager that the dark wizard has the Orb. The Orb is the object of our quest, and there’s no time now to call for reinforcements, and none nearby anyway. We must move quickly, and with as much stealth as we can once we close upon them. They have three days on us at least, but those with the Orb may well be slowed by the faction it seems are intent on taking the device for themselves.”
“Much feets go west, miThal,” Reesen repeated, and there was a hint almost of disapproval as well as the warning in his eyes and in his voice.
“Yes. And ten more feets go west after them.”
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33. Shutters Narrow
 
What swiftness of pursuit Gawain had hoped for was hampered almost immediately they passed through the sickly region of weeds and saplings into what was once the west quarter of the city. Immense columns, toppled at bizarre angles like some hastily thrown-together palisade, had to be negotiated, the soft and yielding ground underfoot treacherous. Nor did the going improve much once past the ruins of that immense cloistered college.
They picked up their quarry’s trail close to the mouldering form Jerryn had described, and Gawain paused, eyeing the ground near the grotesque corpse sitting propped against a broken-armed statue. The expression on the sculpture’s blotched and weathered stone face was stern, as though disapproving of the dead man’s choice of a final resting-place.
Then, at a curt nod from Gawain, they pressed on, Reesen doing his best to use the Sight to scan the way ahead while at the same time trying to keep his footing on the treacherous terrain.
The trail was certainly an easy one to follow, there’d been no attempt at stealth by those fleeing westward. Nor had those pursued fared any better than the pursuers on their flight through the ruins; in fact they’d suffered worse, clear signs of trips and falls here and there, and even the occasional bloodstains where sharp stones lurking beneath a thin blanket of forest detritus had pierced or scraped flesh.
Finally, after only two hours of tracking, the gathering gloom and the need for safety demanded a halt. The moon was waning gibbous and of late had been rising well after midnight, and while that fact would have been of immense comfort had the Orb still resided in the tower waiting to be retrieved, it was no hunter’s moon. Stars were beginning to twinkle above the forest canopy, but their light was dim and seen only in patches. Everyone seemed to share Gawain’s sense of disgust when they grouped at the foot of a young darkwood tree, and tried to settle.
“We could use the lamps I brung, melord?”
“We could, but I don’t want to risk drawing attention to ourselves should anyone or anything else be lurking. We can’t risk a twisted ankle, or worse.”
“Arr,” Ognorm agreed quietly, “Falling into one o’ them ‘oles we seen along the way wouldn’t be too clever, lamp or no lamp.”
And that was true, too; the westerly track their quarry had taken had been, of necessity, somewhat tortuous through the ruins of the city’s western quarter, and several more gaping holes similar to the one at the edge of the Wheel of Thought had been exposed.
“We’ve still to clear the outer ring,” Gawain complained quietly.
“Our quarry would have suffered a similar delay, Longsword. Worse, if the trail they left is any indication. They have the Orb and its casket to contend with, too.”
“Aye, and the knowledge that an enemy was nearby to the south,” Jerryn added.
“True,” Gawain acknowledged, paring a slice of frak. “The pace will pick up tomorrow once we clear the outskirts.”
“We’re outnumbered at least four to one, my lord. How do you wish to proceed once we near the enemy?”
“With stealth and dishonour, my friend. Hit and run, and harry from the rear. Thin their numbers fast. The dark wizard is our principal concern, the sooner we can destroy that foul creature, the better. We have at least two advantages, we have an elf, and a wizard of our own.”
“Three, if you count surprise,” Jerryn added. “I doubt they’re expecting an attack from a second force.”
“Which begs the question,” Allazar grimaced, obliged to eat frak too, “Why are the enemy fighting amongst themselves?”
Gawain shrugged. “Perhaps it’s as I imagined, and the dark wizards who hold the western provinces are acting independently of Morloch’s wishes. Perhaps whichever dark wizard holds the Orb can use it to increase his power or influence. Not that it matters. Whichever faction holds it now won’t do so for long.”
The dwarf fidgeted restlessly, sitting on his bedroll, eyes downcast, and Gawain noticed it.
“Something troubling you, Ognorm?”
“Begging yer pardon, melord, I ain’t so much worried about dark wizards and the men as follows ‘em… We done fer a few o’ both at the Far-gor after all,” Ognorm squirmed on his blanket again, fished a lump of masonry out from under it, and grimaced in the gloom. “It’s them poor blokes all turned to rot an’ mould as makes me discomfterble. What done fer ‘em, d’you reckon, melord? Magic?”
“In truth, I don’t know, and I share your discomfort, believe me. Allazar?”
The wizard shook his head. “I know of nothing which could cause such corruption of the flesh as we have seen. Neither mystic arts nor any disease that I am aware of could so completely consume a man and leave nothing but that foulness to mark his form. It is odd, too, that so few seem to have been afflicted thus. If it were some weapon being used against them, I would have thought to see many more victims of it than we have. Whatever may be the cause, I sincerely hope we do not encounter it.”
“Oh well there’s a comforting answer in the dark at the outskirts of the most dread city this side of the Teeth,” Gawain sighed, leaning back against the trunk of the tree. “See anything, Reesen?”
“Nai, miThal. Trees. No light.”
“No birdies?”
“Nai, miThal. No light. Trees.”
“Odd,” Jerryn muttered.
“Arr,” Reesen agreed, jabbing his boot knife into the humus beside him and flipping a clod of rich black leaf litter over. “Edscratchy odd. Not good. No light up, no light down.”
“Aye,” Jerryn agreed, “The only life here apart from us is trees and weeds. At least in daylight there are birds about, though what they find to eat I can’t imagine.”
“Seeds, most likely,” Allazar said quietly, drawing his cloak tighter about his shoulders, “Insects, perhaps. There was much more life further to the north, near the dock and the canal, when last we were here.”
“It is the silence which troubles me the most,” Jerryn confessed, sitting cross-legged and fishing a small bottle of Jurian brandy from his pack. “On the plains we had the horses, and the calls of night-crakes. Even the occasional bark of a fox and the yapping of a brush-wolf. This, though… this place is silent as a crypt. Naught but the sighing of the wind, the clicking of twigs and creaking of boughs. Such silence in a forest is unnatural.”
The bottle of brandy was passed around, each taking a pull of the smooth and fiery liquid, revelling in the artificial glow of warmth which seemed to course down gullets and spread through veins.
“Of course,” Gawain said softly, “In your description of the plains you forgot to mention the squealing of the rabbits, the poor twitchy-nosed flopsy floppy-ears pursued by mad wizards possessed of big sticks and bigger appetites. And even in a crypt you’d hear one mumbling in dismay at the prospect of another meal of frak. It’s never truly quiet when there’s a wizard around.”
Allazar sniffed in mock disdain.
“See what I mean?”
 
The watch was divided, and they settled as best they could, though sleep would be a long time coming.
After a long pause, it was Jerryn who broke the silence. “Why now, my lord? After all these years, why now, when the Orb is our objective, did they choose to claim it? Are we betrayed?”
“Serendipity,” Gawain announced softly, hands behind his head as he gazed at a glimmer of unknown stars through a hole in the forest canopy. “From their perspective. And stupidity on my part. Last summer, when we encountered Kiromok and Razorwing hereabouts, I thought them ancient sentries. Of course they weren’t. Likewise I thought the Kraal in the woodlands near Jarn some kind of distraction to divert the attention of those at Kings’ Council from events in the north. Perhaps it wasn’t. A distraction, yes, but one intended to occupy Igorn and Callodon’s Westguard, to keep everyone well away from this part of the great forest.”
“Not part of Morloch’s vengeance, then, Longsword?”
“No, though perhaps in truth everything is part of his vengeance for being bound beyond the Teeth in elder times. Remember, that odious parGoth and his gang of brawny chain-pullers had been wandering in the woodlands, lost and looking for Jarn, for almost two weeks before my lady discovered them. I think that by some stroke of extremely bad fortune, for us, the enemy forces which invaded Pellarn eventually discovered some reference or other to this city, and to the Orb within the tower. Or learned of it before, and invaded the Old Kingdom the better to gain access to it, but that makes less sense. It shouldn’t take sixteen years to find this place, after all. Not that the chain of events which led to the discovery matters. They are here, now. And so are we.”
“And but for my stupidity and the days wasted in Harks Hearth,” Allazar sighed, a huddled figure of sorrow in the dark, “We would have beaten them to the prize.”
“Yes, Allazar,” Gawain smiled unseen in the dark, though his sarcasm was richly evident in the tone of his voice. “It’s all your fault for getting knocked off your horse by a Graken-riding demGoth. But for that, we’d all be well on our way to Porthmorl with a hop, a skip, and a hey nonny-no. You bastard.”
Jerryn couldn’t contain his chuckling, and within moments Ognorm joined in.
After that, there was a long and companionable silence, but the night was still very young, and though they’d rise with the sun, sleep would still be some time coming.
“The nights are shortening,” Allazar said softly, as if seeing Gawain’s train of thought in the darkness. “In a little over two weeks, the day will be as long as the night, and Vernal celebrations held to mark the arrival of spring.”
“Let’s hope we’re in Callodon to enjoy them,” Gawain replied, eyes still closed.
“Foggy tonight,” Jerryn announced, “And my cloak took all day to dry after the last storm.”
Gawain’s eyes flicked open. Misty vapours were beginning to swirl around them. But it seemed to be rising from the ground like a dawn mist on the plains, rather than forming in the air about them.
“Reesen?” Gawain asked, sitting upright, which sent a frisson of alarm through all of them.
“Odd,” the elf whispered, holding up a hand and wafting the mist with it.
Gawain stood, and they all followed suit, heads cocked this way and that. The mist seemed most dense just above the ground, and was rising, slowly, swirling in the light breezes winding through the trees. Clouds, thin and wispy, passed over the canopy above them, blotting out the silvery-grey starlight and plunging them into an eerie darkness.
“Break out a lamp, Ognorm, set the shutters narrow.”
“Arr melord.”
There was a brief rustling, and the slightest squeak of metal as the dwarf adjusted his miners’ lamp by feel and long years of acquaintance with the device. A thin sliver of light from the glowstones within lanced the blackness, and showed the blanket of mist swirling all about them at knee height.
Reesen spoke softly, a stream of elvish, his tone more curious than alarmed.
“He has rarely seen such a mist in the forest around Elvenheth,” Allazar translated, and then whispered a few words in the wizard’s tongue, the Dymendin staff taking on a diffuse glow of its own. “And it appears to be rising.”
“Ognorm, a lamp for each of us,” Gawain ordered. “Tie them securely to your belts, just in case. No wandering off.”
Minutes later, and with the mist now waist-high, five slivers of light glowed faintly, and Allazar dimmed the staff.
“The ground is damp from the recent rains, Longsword, and with such sunshine as we had today, I do not think such a fog unlikely or unnatural...”
Gawain held up a hand, and heads canted this way and that. Another faint sound swirled on the breezes, one they all recognised. A clash of steel, though far off, and from which direction none could tell. In the dim light from the lamps, Reesen’s pupils snapped shut, and he scanned the forest around them again. Silence… save for the sudden pounding of hearts braced for action. Then another sound, again far off, a scream, short and piercing, silenced abruptly, though whether of man or beast, none could say.
They stood, stock-still and ears straining, for long minutes, but heard nothing more than the creaking of boughs and the clicking of twigs above them. The fog had enveloped them now, muffling even those woodland noises, and bringing with it an oppressive stillness.
“Anything, Reesen?” Gawain whispered.
“Nai, miThal.”
“That was sword-play, from the sound of it,” Jerryn opined. “But through the trees, impossible to tell how far, or near, or from whence it came.”
“That we heard it at all is alarming,” Gawain whispered. “Our quarry should be days away from here, not within earshot, even with sound carrying as well as it might on a night like this.”
“And there is nothing to be done about it, Longsword. We could not risk travelling in the darkness, never mind in such conditions as this.”
“True. Nor can they. But the fact that they were attacked tells us that someone is prepared to take the chance. They must be well beyond the ruins, and on the safer, even terrain of the older forest to risk fighting at night.”
“Perhaps both groups of combatants have wizards at their disposal, to cast lights about them?”
“Perhaps, Jerryn. Let’s hope they succeed in killing each other. The more they cull their own numbers, the less for us to worry about. Let’s try to get some rest, though I suspect sleep will be elusive for us all this night.”
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34. Well Able
 
Dawn, when finally it came, showed the world reduced to a circle some twenty yards in diameter about them. The fog lingered, the air as unmoving as the ruins of Calhaneth. They ate without cheer, and winced at the noises they all made when packs were slung over shoulders, cloaks donned, and weapons set to hand; the fog all around them seemed to amplify the sounds, adding to the illusion that overnight the world had been diminished to the range of their vision.
Reesen, though, being possessed of the Sight of the Eldenelves, was entirely unimpressed by the dense grey mist, and when they set off, it was he who took the point, following what was perhaps the most obvious trail any elf hunter since Yargo’s day had tracked through the great forest.
They moved quietly, the fog seeming to command silence. Ognorm walked high-kneed, his face set in grim concentration, desperate not to shame himself with a misstep or stumble, trusting to Reesen and the others to serve as watchmen while he gave all his attention to his footing on the broken terrain.
Not even birds broke the silence of the fog. The entire forest seemed to be holding its breath, wreathed in a funereal shroud of dense, grey-white vapour.
Finally, after more than an hour of cautious progress, the forest floor seemed to level, becoming smoother, undulating here and there but unbroken by angular shapes. This was terrain of nature’s making, old forest, the trees spaced much further apart, the distance between their trunks governed by the breadth and depth of the canopy above, though the winter-bared branches of the immense darkwood trees were shrouded from view by the fog.
Still the dense vapour seemed to cling, swirling lightly at their passing, their pace increasing now that the ground underfoot could be trusted. The trail was still visible, though not as clearly marked by trips and falls as it had been in the outskirts of the city.
Half an hour after leaving the rim of the city’s outskirts behind them, they found another of the grotesque mould-bodies, sitting propped against the trunk of a tree. Its appearance at the very edge of their grey-walled world added a chill to the clammy dampness of a fog which seemed to defeat all attempts at keeping it out from their very bones.
“He was alive when he was put there,” Gawain announced with a whisper, shivering suddenly and adjusting his cloak for the hundredth time that morning. “You can see where his heels dragged in the leaf litter when his comrades put him there.”
They eyed the tracks in the soft ground around them, seeing for themselves the scene Gawain described.
“He must’ve been wounded in the ambush back at the centre of the city, and made it this far, in haste, perhaps helped by his companions. There’s where he finally fell, unable to go any further, sapped of all strength. So they dragged him here, and there against the tree they made him as comfortable as they could, in haste, and left him to die while they continued their westward flight.”
Jerryn’s whispered response matched the disgust in his expression. “They have a wizard, why did he not aid the wounded with magic?”
“They came for the Orb. It’s all that matters to them, not the life of some silvercoin mercenary. Come, let’s go, and hope for the sun to burn away this cursed fog before we drown in it, or freeze to death in its grip.”
But twenty minutes later, Reesen, ten yards to the fore, suddenly signalled a halt, and began scanning the ground, and the area around them. Then he pointed to the northwest, and signalled that the enemy had turned in that direction. They gathered around him, breathing a sigh of relief that the reason for his abrupt halt had been relatively mundane, and not the result of something dark appearing within range of his Sight.
Gawain confirmed Reesen’s assessment of the tracks in a forest floor which had lain otherwise undisturbed for centuries. Not that he needed to; this was, in effect, Reesen’s home ground. The elf moved away, to the very edge of the fog-bound circle, studying the leaf litter. When he returned, he shrugged slightly, and whispered a short stream of elvish which Allazar duly translated.
“He can see no obvious reason for our quarry’s change of course, Longsword. But change it they have.”
“Understood. Mitak, Reesen,” Gawain whispered, and signalled they should continue the hunt.
It was frustrating. On their way to the city from their camp on the plains of Juria, they’d been able to proceed at a loping trot once clear of the narrow region they’d feared had been seeded with traps. Now, on similar ground, they were reduced to little more than a fast walk at best, and a slow one at worst where patches of fog thickened and closed in for no apparent reason.
Two hours of that, and they came to a stream, where Gawain called a halt and they took the opportunity to refill water skins and to drink.
“Still a couple of hours until noon,” he complained, eyeing the mist with contempt. “And no sign of it fading.”
“Mithal,” Reesen whispered, and when Gawain turned to the elf, held up two fingers and pointed to his own dark brown eyes. “Reesen hunt, near,” and then made a circular motion with his index finger.
“Stay close,” Gawain ordered, and the elf nodded before loping silently away into the mist.
“Anything happens melord, how’re we to find ‘im in this?”
“Nothing will happen, Ognorm. Reesen wouldn’t be swinging a loop around us if his Sight had shown any kind of threat within range of us, dark or light.”
“Arr. Sorry melord. Just a bit worried about me mate, I spose.”
“We all are,” Gawain admitted, “Without him, we wouldn’t have made half the distance we have this morning.”
“Arr, that’s true.”
“We seem to be heading almost due north now, Longsword, unless the fog has addled my senses?”
“No, Allazar, your eggs are as firmly poached as ever. Our quarry has swung in an arc. The light from the sun is brightest behind us, and the moss on the tree yonder confirms our general heading. Curious. Once clear of the city, they had a free run to the west. Instead, they swing north.”
“The canal you spoke of is in that direction, my lord?”
“It is, Jerryn. Though I doubt it’s their goal. These aren’t elves we’re tracking, bound for Ostinath. Besides, according to the wizard Arramin, it’s likely the immense rock fall at the farak gorin has crippled the canal’s mechanisms and rendered it useless.”
“Why then go north?”
Gawain shrugged, and pondered the question. “To evade their pursuers. That’s likely why Reesen is casting his loop around us, to see if he cuts a second trail left by the force which ambushed the Orb-carriers back in the city.”
“It is strange,” Allazar mused aloud, “They count a dark wizard in their number, likely one of significant power. Yet they abandon their course, and flee. The old forest of Pellarn is broad indeed to the west, much further so than the four days on foot it took us to gain the city from the east. Broader still in the direction they have taken, and with unfriendly geography twixt the forest and the Empire.”
“The great river gorge. I saw it from the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, the scouts described it too. But that’s a good ways north of there.”
“But why should they flee at all?” Allazar persisted.
“Perhaps because the force they are fleeing from is superior.”
“The bodies within the heart of Calhaneth seemed to suggest otherwise.”
“We don’t know the time-line of events there, Allazar. The Gorian guardsmen may have been guarding the tower awaiting friendly forces to claim the Orb, and were surprised and killed by the dark wizard before that force arrived. Or, they may have been scouts sent ahead, who fell foul of the dark wizard within.”
“I still hold myself responsible for delaying our arrival, and thus losing the Orb.”
“Then you’re still a bastard,” Gawain smiled, though his eyes remained hard, and scanned the shifting mists around them.
“You seem changed, somehow,” Allazar whispered, stepping a little closer to his king. “Since we left Harks Hearth you are become much more the longsword warrior of old, or so it seems to me.”
Gawain flicked at glance at the wizard, and smiled a thin-lipped and cruel smile. “Life is become simple again, Allazar. Find the enemy, kill the enemy. There are no wheels within wheels here, no hand of Morloch pulling hidden strings. No distractions, no infernal box of worms. And all of us here well able to cope with whatever we encounter along the way.”
The wizard frowned, and studied the young man beside him, noting the sharpness in the steel-grey eyes scanning the wall of fog across the stream before them. Gawain seemed to be completely alert, all senses heightened. Sharp was a good word, the wizard decided, and, worryingly, it had described Gawain perfectly in the days of the Ramoth…
Reesen loomed out of the mist to the north, and strode silently towards them to leap nimbly over the stream.
“Much feets, miThal,” the elf announced softly, nodding to the west. “Much feets hunt vizarrn am Morloch.”
A quick stream of elvish, and Allazar confirmed that the Ranger had cut trail to the west, a large party of men, perhaps as many as twenty, moving parallel to the track left by the Orb-carriers.
Gawain nodded his thanks, and they moved off, continuing their necessarily slow pursuit until, an hour later, Reesen slowed, and squatted, bringing them to a halt again.
“Camp,” he signalled, and they advanced cautiously.
Something, they knew, was wrong. The ground was churned here, but flattened there, as though bedrolls had been laid and then, perhaps in the middle of the night, the camp hastily abandoned. The remains of charred bundles of sticks were found, makeshift torches, still smelling of burnt wood.
They moved cautiously, peering at the ground, and then Gawain squatted on his haunches at the periphery of the enemy campsite, drew his boot knife, and flipped a clod of humus, revealing something pale and white, the size of a plate, stark against the blackness of the overturned soil.
“What is it, my lord?” Jerryn whispered, as they gathered.
“That, my friend, is all that remains of an Aknid of Gothen.”
“If that is the carapace,” Allazar gasped, “Where then are the rest of its remains?”
Gawain dug a little deeper, turning up nothing but green and black mould.
“There are the remains of its remains, Allazar. Mould and rot.”
“Like them blokes back there,” Ognorm muttered.
“Yes. Just like them.”
“What happened here, my lord?”
“I don’t know. We’ll take a little time and look further. Reesen, cast a loop please,” and Gawain made the necessary hand-signal.
They found five more of the bleached Aknid carapaces ringing the campsite, but of the creatures themselves nothing else remained but mould. Four makeshift torches were found in all, bits of rag binding bundles of twigs together and rags soaked in what smelled like strong spirits serving to provide light. Reesen returned, and through Allazar’s translation, announced that the force tracking the Orb-carriers had maintained their parallel course, but that the enemy were swinging further east.
“It’s as though they mean to circle the city, according to Reesen.”
“Thank you, Allazar. Mitak, Reesen.”
“Melord, I don’t mean to sound as thick as I am broad, but what’s going on? What’s done fer them spider-crabs?”
“I don’t know, Ognorm. According to Allazar, fire is the best-known way of destroying them. But these weren’t burned.”
“According to me, Longsword, fire is the only reliable way of destroying them, though your sword recently required me to amend my notes.”
“Yes,” Gawain mused. “The carapace of the Aknid is infused with aquamire, which gives its armour great strength, like the skin-plates of the Kraal-beast. It may be why only the carapace now remains, while all else is reduced to corruption. And I am beginning to think I spoke far too soon earlier, when I said all of us here are well able to cope with whatever we encounter along the way.”
“Oh that doesn’t sound very encouraging,” Jerryn sighed.
“No, it don’t,” Ognorm agreed. “You got some notion of what done this, then, melord?”
“Not what. But there’s a common thread which seems to bind all these mould-corpses together.”
“An insight, Longsword?” Allazar asked, frowning again.
“A feeling,” Gawain lied, again. “The Aknid of Gothen here, and the bodies behind us. All were alive when they were overcome by whatever did this.”
“Arr, well there goes a trouser-brick an’ no mistake,” Ognorm groaned.
“The body propped by the wall in the tower, probably beyond aid and left as comfortable as could be by his guardsmen comrades. The one on the chequered flagstones an enemy, a mercenary, and simply abandoned by friend and foe alike. The other, propped against the statue, and the one propped against the tree a few hours back. Whatever took them, found them alive, and left them as we saw them.”
“Dwarfspit,” Ognorm sighed, “And no sign of any fighting neither?”
“None,” Gawain asserted, eyeing the ground within the limits of the fog around them. “Whatever it was, they abandoned their camp in haste. No bolts or arrows in the ground or the trees, they weren’t ambushed by the force pursuing them. The torches bother me, too. Lights would only serve to mark their location for an enemy.”
“I do not think I like this new turn of events, Longsword,” Allazar shuddered. “It speaks of evil beyond my ken, and there is evil enough in dark wizards and those who serve them.”
Gawain gazed upward, but the fog obscured the treetops, and the lowest boughs of the darkwood trees being high up, even they were vague and indistinct, and yielded no further clues.
“Well, it would seem that the Aknids were the only creatures to suffer here. On with the hunt, let’s see if we can add to the misery of those who have the Orb.”
 
oOo



35. Light…
 
It was perhaps three hours past noon when the world brightened around them and expanded a little, visibility extending to perhaps forty yards, though that of course meant little in a forest where immense trees grew at least every twenty. It did, however, mean that the hunters could increase their pace, and increase it they did, and gladly. The faster they moved, the warmer their blood after the damp and the chill of the morning.
Their track swung ever eastward, until Reesen drew them up again from his position twenty yards in the van. The reason for the abrupt halt became instantly clear when they joined him. There was a body, intact and quite dead, lying face down some forty feet from them, the dull grey of a steel crossbow bolt sticking out of its back.
Cautiously, and with weapons at the ready, they advanced, spreading out in case someone or something which Reesen’s Sight could not see lay in wait nearby. Just beyond the body of the dead mercenary, the ground was churned, humus and leaf litter scattered. Plenty of bolts and arrows were in evidence, jutting from the ground where they’d been spent and from tree trunks struck when they’d missed their intended targets.
More bodies were found, all intact, or rather all unaffected by the filthy blight which had made mould of their former comrades. Six in all were found, in a line trending towards due east, four downed by bolts and arrows, two almost cut in half by sword or axe. Blood on the ground around them was still tacky.
“Could this have happened last night, Longsword? Could it be what we heard? It makes no sense.”
Gawain was as astonished as the others. “By rights, these men should be two days from here, at least.”
“Unless…” Ognorm began, but then suddenly fell silent.
“Unless what?”
“Narr melord, ignore me, I’m an idiot who don’t know his place.”
“Your place is here with the rest of us, speak Ognorm.”
“I was going to say, unless they bin where they went, and come back again.”
Allazar’s eyebrows arched, and Gawain nodded thoughtfully.
“These are kin to the mercenaries once hired to guard Ramoth encampments and towers. Not the bravest of souls. Ognorm could be right, they might have fled their dark master, or been sent to fetch reinforcements. Their flight could have been noticed by the force pursuing them, and they were hunted down before they could escape.”
“But where could they have bin… been,” Allazar corrected himself, “For a day or two, only to return this way?”
“We’re headed straight for the canal, and the docking pool must be a fair distance south of us now. Perhaps they’d hoped to take a barge north after all, and finding the canal of no more use than a clear path through the trees, these few abandoned their quest and their comrades, and fled back this way, hoping to continue westward to Empire land.”
“Again, it makes no sense, though as I have often conceded, Longsword, I am no military man. What prevented them from continuing west? Why did they turn, and circle the city? Surely the men pursuing them were to their rear, not pressing them from their flank?”
“I don’t know,” Gawain admitted. “What I do know is that we have perhaps two and a half hours of daylight left, and these corpses do not possess the Orb. Reesen, cast a loop.”
“Isst, miThal.”
They watched the elf lope away to the west to begin circling their position, waiting quietly for his return. When he did, he reported excitedly that the two trails leading eastward had merged. The men in the second force pursuing the Orb-carriers were no longer content to shadow their quarry, but like Gawain, were hard on their heels.
“Then these dead mercenaries must have blundered through the forest in the fog, last night, and were cut down by the force which had been tracking them. The Gorians that killed these men must have then returned to their comrades, and that means we’re only half a day behind that force.”
“And Reesen has seen nothing light, nor dark, Longsword. They must be a goodly distance away.”
“True. If they reached the canal, the tow-path would give them a clear run south. Come, let’s take advantage of what light we have left, and hurry as best we can.”
 
The best they could saw them arrive near sunset at the foot of a gentle slope that led up to the slight crest along which ran the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, arrow-straight to the north and to the south. From their position in the trees they could see the enemy’s tracks running south, back towards Calhaneth, and towards the docks beyond the lock gates at the terminus of the great water road.
Shadows were long and diffuse, night was falling, and the fog seemed to be closing in again. Gawain ordered them to remain concealed within the trees, while he himself crawled on his belly up the slope, across the expanse of scrubby, weed-blown ground, to the familiar blue-stone tow-path.
Cautiously, he slithered forward, and peeped over the edge. The water level in the canal had fallen several feet, the water itself brackish and still. The chains he knew were there at the bottom of the canal were as motionless as they day he himself had silenced them in the hut at the lock gates many miles to the north. A glance to the south revealed nothing of interest, simply the darkness of the canal stretching away into the wall of mist.
Back at the trees, he quietly informed them of his discovery.
“Then Master Arramin was correct,” Allazar sighed, “And the creation of the unnamed canyon at the farak gorin has made a ruin of the canal.”
“I don’t know, Allazar. The water level has fallen considerably and the chains are still. What it does mean beyond doubt is that those who stole the Orb either know nothing of the canal’s operation, or the mechanism is as Arramin said, unable to operate. Either way, we know the enemy hasn’t taken a barge from the dock and travelled north upon it.”
“We have the lamps, melord.”
“I know, but the fog is rolling along the canal in what little breeze there is, and we are still well outnumbered. Those six back there were destroyed by their enemies in such conditions as these, which means we should certainly err on the side of caution, even with Reesen’s eyes on our side.”
“You don’t think they got folk who can see in the dark like Reesen can, melord?”
“I doubt it, master Ognorm,” Allazar smiled reassuringly. “The Sight of the Eldenelves is a uniquely elven trait.”
“Arr. Good. Only it would be unfair if they did. Stealing our advantage an’ all.”
“You make a good point,” Gawain conceded. “I suppose we could move a little further south, with Reesen at point. No lamps though.”
On, then, they moved, and swiftly too, along the blue-stone of the tow-path, Reesen leading the way. Great banks of fog rolled over them on the stiffening breezes from the north, chill and cheerless, stars in the clear night sky seen only occasionally through holes in the mist. For an hour they jogged, quietly, on the balls of their feet, each with their eyes fixed on the fellow in front, all save for Reesen, whose Sight pierced the fog one moment and then, his eyes normal, scanning the path ahead for obstructions.
Suddenly, and without warning, the world grew immensely brighter, the silvery-grey of starlight flooding their surrounds as the last of the fog from the north blew past them towards the ruined city. Gawain uttered a quick hiss, and at once they stopped their southerly run and scurried into the trees, breathing well enough for their efforts at speed and stealth.
“Wind’s rising a little, my lord,” Jerryn said softly. “Though how much of it will stir the fog in the trees I can’t say.”
“Aye, the canal is exposed, and so would we be if we’d stayed on the path. We must be close to the lock gates and the dock now. Reesen?”
The elf, squatting on his haunches, looked up, stepped out a little, and peered south. Then he shook his head, more in apology than as a sign he’d seen nothing.
“Peepers sleepy,” and Reesen blinked, and shrugged. “Eem siennes, miThal. Sorry.”
“Mitak, mifrith,” Gawain announced quietly but sincerely. He’d didn’t know how much of strain continually calling upon the Sight must be for the elf, but he did know that it had been a long day, and a longer night before it.
“That’s it. We’ll rest here. I won’t risk advancing into a force of unknown strength in the dark. Stay alert and ready to move in haste. No lamps, no sound unless it’s absolutely necessary. I don’t want noises travelling the canal and alerting the enemy to our presence.”
And thus they made themselves as comfortable as they could, keeping backpacks strapped in place, weapons close to hand, leaning back against trees and eating frak in the comparative brightness of a clear and starlit night.
Further into the forest, fog still clung low above the ground like a heaving blanket, stirring in the breezes that swirled through the trees. But the canal and the tree-less avenues either side of it remained crystal clear, the northerly gusts sweeping away any mist that might otherwise form before it had a chance to gather.
On a sudden whim, Gawain wiped his boot knife on the soft leather of his over-trousers, and with it flipped over a clod of dirt, exposing a shocked and wriggling worm. Allazar noted the deed, and his eyebrows raised while he too, and then the rest of the silent group, did likewise. Here, north of Calhaneth and on the banks of the canal, life yet dwelled in the soil.
It was while Gawain was leaning back against the tree, chewing frak and pondering the significance, if any, of the worm, that a brief flash, briefer than the blink of an eye, drew his attention, facing south as he was. There was nothing, of course, when he looked, and he was about to dismiss the spark as a shooting-star or tiredness of the eyes when a distant but distinct concussion jolted them all upright.
“A maroon!” Gawain gasped, and they leapt to their feet, facing towards the unseen city.
A ball of light, made tiny by the distance, floated up in the air, perhaps a little over a mile away, it was difficult to judge. Then another, and another, three distinct points of light hanging above the horizon in the darkness, bright against the backdrop of winking stars and falling slowly.
Two more lights flew silently upwards, and then they moved, slowly, westward, and were hidden from view beyond the trees at the canal’s edge.
A scream, then, and a clash of steel, faint and broken by the breezes wafting south along the channel cut through the forest, as more lights floated skyward in the distance to replace the three that were hovering and winking out. And then the distant whump-whump! of double concussions rolled along the canal, then two more, and another two, and then a gust of wind blew the sound back towards the south and away from the five companions rooted to the spot, watching the spectacle before them in utter astonishment.
Another light rose into the southern sky, much larger than those which had preceded it, hovering low, and a short time later they heard another double-concussion, and then a ripping roar like distant lightning, the sound drifting along the canal though no flash had preceded it. Suddenly, the light winked out, as though it were a distant candle, snuffed. There were more sounds, screams and the clash of steel, and then came two metallic booms like immense bells being rung.
“Barges,” Gawain whispered, knowing instantly what the sounds were. “Barges in the pond colliding. There is a battle being fought at the docking pool.”
More of the deep booming, and more ringing of steel striking steel. But no more lights came. And finally, silence like a fog settled once more upon the Canal of Thal-Marrahan.
“We must remain alert. Survivors may flee this way.”
“What’s this pool like, melord?”
“Large, and shallow. A rectangle, a hundred yards one side by a hundred and fifty on the other, like an immense stone bath. A dozen or more large metal barges are moored in the middle of it. That’s the booming noise we heard, the barges colliding with each other.”
“And they fought a battle there? At night? Daft buggers.”
“The defending force likely thought it a good place to hold, no possibility of a sneak attack, surrounded by water on all sides.”
“I wonder which side won,” Allazar whispered, clutching the staff tightly, eyes wide in the gloom.
“We’ll find out in the morning.”
“With any luck, my lord,” Jerryn ported his crossbow, “They’ll have done our work for us.”
“Alas, I don’t think we could be that lucky. We’ll stay close together, there, by that tree. Reesen, you and Ognorm sleep first. Allazar, you can snooze, Jerryn and I will take first watch. This will be a long night.”
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36. …And Shadow
 
Mist clung low in the forest, hampering their progress a little, but Gawain dared not risk advancing along the clear ground adjacent the canal, nor could he expose his group by using the tow-path itself. Breezes swept the canal and its avenue through the trees clear of the chill, damp fog, but those breezes had little effect deeper in the forest, and the night had remained clear.
The night had also, for the most part, remained silent. Several screams had reached their ears from far to the south, survivors of the battle in pain perhaps, or a brief continuance of the fighting, they did not know. Sleep was fitful, though Reesen was spared a watch; they would need his Sight next day, and were happy to let the elf sleep through until dawn.
Now, a mile or more south from the spot where they’d rested, Reesen was padding silently in the van once more, mist swirling around his knees and clinging to his cloak as he moved cautiously through the trees. The eerie silence which had hung over Calhaneth and its surrounds since their arrival was oppressive, and suddenly broken by the booming of a barge from slightly south of east.
Reesen immediately squatted on his haunches, bow presented in the direction of the sound, eyes scanning, head swivelling. He moved a little, taking half a step as though peering around a tree, and then he gave a hand-signal. Five. He had seen five of something, to the east.
Another metallic boom, this time accompanied by the squealing protest of metal against stone.
Gawain signalled a change in course, directly towards the sound, and tightened the string on the arrow held at the ready in his gloved right hand. Slowly at first, and then moving in spurts from tree to tree, they moved towards the southern terminus of the canal. Trees thinned, weeds and ferns began to proliferate, and then Reesen signalled an urgent halt.
Breaths held, they waited, and watched as the elf Ranger edged more to the south, crouching low, bow presented and the fingers of his right hand resting lightly on the string ready to draw and shoot. Then he signalled them forward, and they breathed again.
Finally, after another five hundred yards of stalking, Reesen eased himself down beside a mound of brambles billowing up from the mist-shrouded ground, and signalled them forward.
To their credit, no-one made a sound when they gazed through the undergrowth at the vast stone expanse of the docks, and the barge scraping against the blue-stone poolside. Five men, dressed in hard-wearing Gorian farm clothing, stood beside a sixth, lying on the dockside, and beside them on the ground, a small, dull metal casket bound tightly shut with leather straps. They were big men, too, and well-armed with sword, crossbows, and two with powerful shortbows.
In the water, bodies floated, and more were scattered about the dockside. Alarmingly, one of the corpses, perhaps a hundred yards further south near the corner of the dock, seemed more of a silhouette than a body, until they realised it was a mould-corpse, green and black, and rotting. Here and there, the broad expanse of blue-stone, mottled by lichen, was scorched black, and further to the south, soil was torn up and saplings shattered.
“Reesen, any more?”
“Nai, miThal. Six lights. One… go.”
“Crossbows aren’t cocked, my lord,” Jerryn whispered, though Gawain had already noted the disposition of the enemy’s weapons.
“One of them looks ill, and has lost his right arm, recently too, by the looks,” Allazar announced softly.
“We outnumber them, my lord.”
“Wait. Dump the packs, quietly. Be ready to move.”
Gawain shifted his weight, eyeing the Gorians. One by one, they squatted by the recumbent form of their dying comrade, and rested a comforting hand upon the fellow’s shoulder before standing and moving slightly away. Finally, the fifth man knelt, rested his left hand lightly over his fallen comrade’s eyes, while drawing a broad-bladed knife from a sheath in the small of his back. With a single quick thrust of the blade to the heart, the dying man’s misery, and his life, was ended.
It was an act of mercy which surprised them all, an honourable deed from an enemy they least expected to show such compassion. The sight of it, and the evident sorrow of the survivors, moved Gawain, but it was the mould-corpse further to the south that made his decision for him, sudden aquamire insight providing understanding. The dying man had been spared more than pain.
“We’ll rush them, and give them the chance to surrender themselves and the Orb.”
“Longsword!” Allazar gasped urgently, “The Orb is all that matters, it must be destroyed!”
“It shall be. If they refuse to surrender it and themselves, then they die. Not before. We’re not brigands. Understood?”
Heads nodded, and Allazar hurriedly translated for Reesen.
“On my signal.”
Gawain reached back over his shoulder with his left hand, loosening the longsword. Satisfied, he tightened again the string on his arrow, drew a breath, and gave a single sharp nod.
As one, they burst from the brambles, charging forward, taking the Gorian contingent utterly by surprise.
“Stand still! Stand still! Don’t move!” Gawain screamed.
“Drop your arms! Drop your weapons!” Jerryn cried.
“Stand still! Stand still!”
The Gorians, stunned for a moment, dropped to their knees, hands a blur, dragging back strings on crossbows, drawing bolts and arrows from quivers.
“Don’t move!” Gawain screamed again as they sprinted, closing the distance to about twenty yards. “Yield! Yield or die!”
But he saw the hardness in their eyes, saw the utterly professional calm with which their hands moved, weapons being readied swiftly and efficiently. It took long years of practice to respond to a threat in such a manner. These men were most certainly not slave labourers, nor mercenary guardsmen.
“Stent thool! Nai murthen!” Reesen commanded, drawing his bow, aiming at one of the shortbowmen who was even now nocking an arrow.
Allazar ended it all, holding forth the Dymendin, screaming in the language of wizards, loosing an immense tree of lightning over the Gorians’ heads, blinding them, shocking them, robbing them briefly of their senses.
When their vision and their breath returned, the Gorians found themselves gazing up at weapons held unwavering in their faces, and at the piercing steel-grey eyes of a young man who clearly held their lives now in his hands.
“I am Gawain, King of Raheen,” he announced, his voice hard as glass. “You have something Eastland-made and foul, which must be destroyed. Surrender it, and keep your lives. My word on it.”
“Why should we take the word of a threken Eastlander boy?” the one-armed Gorian demanded, shortsword still held clumsily in his left hand.
“Enough, Farayan!”
It was the Gorian who had administered the coup de grâce to his fallen comrade who spoke, and with the unmistakeable edge of command in his voice. “You’ve lost your arm already. No need to lose your head. Lay down your weapons. We can’t hope to prevail against a wizard such as theirs.”
“Keep your weapons,” Gawain announced, utterly astounding everyone on the dockside. “Though bolts and arrows are to be removed, blades sheathed, and strings released.”
With a nod from their astonished leader, the Gorians complied.
“Stand,” Gawain ordered, replacing his arrow in his quiver. Then, staring at the Gorian leader, demanded, “I would know your names. You are neither who nor what you appear to be.”
The five men stood, and Gawain’s companions relaxed. A little.
“I am Berek, Imperator Praetor of the first Zanatheum Cohort.”
“You are Imperial Praetorians?” Allazar gasped.
“We are,” Berek asserted, fiercely. “Who are you?”
“My name you already know,” Gawain announced. “The wizard you address is Allazar, White Staff and First of Raheen. Have a care, Imperator Berek, do not take offence where none was intended. He could as easily have fried you in your boots, as others have discovered to their cost. You can hardly blame him for suspecting deception, dressed as you are in the garb of slaves, or those who claim to be of the Pellarn Resistance.”
For a moment, the Gorian held Gawain’s gaze, braced as if to attack, and then the tension seemed to drain from the man’s powerful frame.
“We are the Pellarn Resistance. Or at least a part of it.”
Gawain eyed them, trying to keep doubt and shock from his expression. And then Berek slowly reached up, releasing the toggles of his crude leather jerkin one by one, then held it open to reveal the ornate inlaid armour and chainmail beneath.
“You say you are king of the table-topped mountain that lies to the southeast of imperial lands?”
“I am.”
Berek nodded. “That land is known even in the Empire. You say also that you mean to destroy this thing?”
“We do.”
“Then do so, and we shall part company in peace, while the sun shines.”
“Alas, there is no safe way to destroy the Orb here. We plan to take it far out to sea, and commit it to the deep, for all time.”
“Then we have a problem, Raheen.”
“Indeed?”
“Indeed. Unless your wizard of the White Staff can make this thing fly. The darkweasel we killed last night couldn’t manage it, and you’ll see him floating in the lake behind us.”
“You mean to deny us, then?”
Berek folded his arms and shrugged, flexing his impressive muscles as he did so, the threat obvious.
“My orders were to prevent the device from falling into the hands of the enemy, and to take it to the City of Gold for destruction by the wizards there. I’m not about to stand by and watch while Eastlander strangers carry it off, and report to my Emperor that the threat to his lands still exists.”
“Not that any of us will live to see our homes again,” one of the Praetorians mumbled, peeling open his jerkin to reveal his uniform.
“There are others here, like those you killed last night?” Gawain asked, eyes fixed on Berek’s, tension slowly rising again.
Farayan snorted, and held up the stump of his right arm. “Only one thing dwells in this threken city of the dead, and it ain’t anything like the darkweasel and his mercenary scum.”
Berek’s eyes narrowed. “You know nothing of the shadow-creature, do you?”
“I know only that the Orb must be destroyed, or so far removed from the kindred races that none may again unleash destruction upon the innocent as was done here a thousand years ago. We shall not be denied, Imperator Praetor. This weapon cannot be allowed to fall into Morloch’s hands, nor the hands of our enemies.”
“We can’t let ‘em take it, Imperator! Oaths we took, before the Emperor himself!”
“Peace, Loryan,” Berek chided the one who’d spoken. “This has been an honourable pause thus far, don’t provoke action where none is yet required.”
“You spoke of a shadow-creature,” Allazar shifted his staff to his left hand, and leaned on it. “What did you mean?”
Berek eyed his opponents, each in turn, and finding no hint of deception in their fixed and stern expressions, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.
“It’s what we named it. It’s what it is, a shadow of a thing, shapeless, formless. Its touch is death to those living.” And with a jerk of his head, he indicated the mould-corpse lying on the blue-stone of the dockside towards the south-western corner of pool. “That mercenary scum took a bolt in the spine last night. He survived, until the shadow-creature took him in the dark, and left him thus.”
“Took my threken arm, too, or most of it,” Farayan complained, sweat beading his brow, his skin pale in the weak morning sunshine. “Passed near us, tracking the device. I took a swing at it, with my sword. It killed the hand holding the sword instantly. Lost all feeling in it, lost all life in it. Mould began to form, creeping up past the wrist towards the elbow. Imperator Berek took the rest to spare my life.”
“It’s the thing in the box it wants,” Berek asserted. “It knows where the box is, and wants it. In the day, it lurks somewhere. Below ground, maybe. At night, in the dark, it seeks the box. It was the shadow-creature forced the darkweasel and his scum to abandon their run for Pellarn. In the clear, beyond the forest, in the light, the shadow-creature likely won’t survive. So it drove them back towards the city of the dead, like a sheepdog herding a flock.”
“Aye, it don’t like the light,” Farayan agreed. “Saw them merc fools waving torches all around, and the darkweasel making his fireballs in the air to drive it away, couple of days ago. They left their wounded to die, the bastards.”
“The shadow-creature is like a moth circling a flame,” Berek agreed. “It’s why the ironmask and his vermin tried to hide, out there, in the middle of the lake. Hoping starlight or moonlight would keep it away while they tried to find a way to escape it. Worked too, as we discovered ourselves last night, after the battle. We stayed out there until dawn. We saw the creature moving in the darkness and the fog in the trees and shrubs. We saw it take that wounded mercenary when a fog-bank rolled in.”
“And yet there the casket is, and you standing beside it. You’d risk an encounter with this shadow-creature to take the Orb west?”
“No,” Berek asserted. “I meant to take it back to the tower, set it back upon its pedestal, and guard it from a safe distance while two of our number went for reinforcements.”
“To what end?” Allazar frowned. “How would more men avail you here? Your enemies are already destroyed.”
“To the end of bringing enough lamps and torches to keep the shadow at bay on our journey out of this miserable forest.”
“The plains of Juria are but four days east of here,” Jerryn announced. “And we have lamps enough, and a wizard with a bright staff.”
“Four days may as well be forty,” Farayan spat, blood seeping afresh through the bandages on the stump of his arm. “Those Simatheum scum had a darkweasel ironmask who could light the sky for half a mile, and did last night, and much good it did them.”
“Them darkweasel ironmasks o’ yours ain’t so much to speak of,” Ognorm smiled cruelly. “Lord Vex has done for a few, an’ so’s his lady, too.”
“Lord Vex?”
“One of my names,” Gawain admitted. “And the dark wizard and his men floating out yonder were not destroyed by the shadow,” Gawain said quietly. “But by you.”
“True,” Berek conceded, “But while the wizard’s light kept the shadow-creature at bay in the forest, still it drove them back, towards the centre. It dwells in this dead city, perhaps in the very tower itself, and it must have the box. And I still have my sworn duty.”
“And I mine. Both of us, Imperator, are sworn to see the Orb destroyed, and to prevent it falling into the hands of the enemy.”
“So it would seem.”
“Then, the only matter between us and ownership of the box is the question of our enmity.”
“That would seem to be also to be true.”
“Then I suggest we leave the box where it is and withdraw a little to the north. Your man needs attention, we have a wizard and supplies which may ease his misery and aid the healing of his wound. It’ll give us a chance to use reason instead of brute force.”
Berek eyed Gawain, and then his own men.
“Very well, Raheen. A truce, until a decision is made. I am Berek, Imperator Praetor, I speak for my men. In the Emperor’s name, peace, until you and I decide otherwise.”
“Agreed. Allazar, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“Your Majesty,” the wizard acknowledged, and led the unfortunate and suddenly worried-looking Farayan a dozen or more yards to the north, to tend to the wound.
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37. Goth-lord
 
The others followed, eyeing each other uneasily, and keeping enough of a distance between them that weapons could be drawn if necessary. Gawain and Berek lingered a few moments by the casket, watching as their men withdrew.
“You had us cold, Raheen. We were dead. Yet you slew us not.”
“You seemed like honourable men, far removed from the ignorance of mercenaries and slaves, in spite of your garb. I may live to regret my decision, Berek, but at least honour remains intact.”
“Well spoken. Our garb offends us, too, but it was needed to evade the traitors of Simatheum, and there are more than enough of those in the land you know as Pellarn.”
“That’s twice you’ve mentioned the name Simatheum. ‘Sima’ means ‘south’, does it not?”
“It does,” Berek looked surprised. “You speak our tongue?”
Gawain shook his head. “Last year we encountered refugees, fleeing the darkness in Armunland.”
“Armunland, the province nearest your mountain stronghold. It was the Goth of Armunland’s work that broke the defences of Pellarn, and plunged the light of the Empire into darkness.”
“Salaman Goth is dead. Destroyed at Raheen, by my queen.”
Berek paused, and turned, eyeing Gawain anew, and with open admiration. “Then, by Zana’s Spire, honour to your lady!”
Gawain nodded grimly, acknowledging the compliment.
“We wondered why that bastard hadn’t been seen for some time. Now we know. It must have been a recent victory, Raheen, for it was that reeking ironmask who nursed the Goth-lord of Simatheum to power, and thence to dominion over the south-eastern lands of Empire. Those corpses floating in the pond answered to the Goth-lord.”
“And you?”
Berek stiffened his back. “We serve the Emperor.”
Rejoining the group, and now within their hearing, Gawain and the Praetorian commander stood side by side, arms folded, leaders assuring their men of the sincerity of the unexpected truce between them.
“You must forgive our ignorance concerning your Empire, Berek,” Gawain announced, watching while Allazar did his best for the wounded man. “Our only contact with Goria has been through refugees fleeing slavery and darkness there. Not to mention slavers and pirates. And of course at Pellarn, though I was far too young to have seen that conflict.”
“It was no conflict,” one of the Gorians spat. “It was a threken obscenity. Good men and brave, swept away like beasts in a pen by filthy magic and foulmade creatures. There was more than just me wept that day, for the shame of being a part of such disgrace.”
“So speaks Prester, who was there, with the Fifth. That other is Iyan. Both good with the shortbow,” Berek explained.
“Yonder is Reesen, Kindred Ranger, there stands Major Jerryn of the Royal Jurian Guard, and there is Ognorm of the Ruttmark, of Threlland. Men of Callodon await us without the forest. Representatives of all lands intend to oversee the destruction of the Orb. We’d hoped to acquire it without incident.”
“A week earlier and you would’ve. Us too. We were delayed by weather, and a flooded river.”
“We were delayed by a Graken-riding demGoth.”
“So the rumours are true then, the ironmasks are everywhere.”
“Narr,” Ognorm announced. “Lord Vex kicked Morloch’s arse up north. Only one got away. Not fer long though.”
“That’s a wilding mace, a weapon from the Meggenveld beyond the line at Namanland,” Berek grimaced.
“Arr, taken from a dead Meggen in the battle in the north, where we was proud to serve under Lord Vex’s banner, and destroyed ten thousand of ‘em.”
“Ten thousand?” Berek looked stunned. “You battled ten thousand of them? Here in the Eastlands?”
“More like eight,” Gawain asserted, “Though they had two thousand Morlochmen with them. And Gorian guardsmen, too, with dark wizard-made creatures.”
Berek stared at his men, and they stared back, aghast.
“You’ve not fought against them yourself?” Gawain asked, suddenly suspicious.
“No,” Berek admitted. “The only example of a wilding mace I’ve seen was on display in Zanatheum. The region north of the line at Namanland is a wilderness, and considered worthless by the Emperor.”
“Then clearly we are both in ignorance of events in each other’s lands.”
“Clearly! If the Emperor knew there were thousands of wildings in the Meggenveld… worse, if the bastard lord of Simatheum has such forces at his disposal…” Berek trailed off, his face a picture of horror before he managed to restore his professional deadpan expression.
But it was too late, and they all knew it. The two groups of warriors gazed at each other, while the wizard tied a fresh bandage around Farayan’s stump.
“I do not think standing here gaping at each other will aid our decision,” Gawain unfolded his arms. “Nor am I eager to rush to any conclusion. More is happening in both our lands than we know, and this could affect our judgement.”
“True,” Berek agreed. “What do you suggest?”
“I suggest we extend our truce. Standing here in the open leaves us vulnerable. I propose we retired to the barges, with the Orb. We can place it on the deck in the middle of the vessel, in clear sight of all, and share what knowledge we have, the better to judge how best to proceed.”
“When darkness falls, the shadow will come,” Berek reminded them.
“And we have a wizard, and lamps, and starlight to keep it at bay. I’d feel safer out there than standing here with only thirty yards to the trees and water at my back.”
“Who will carry it to the barge?”
Gawain shrugged. “It matters not, Imperator. If our truce is extended, and kept with honour, I care not who moves it from shore to barge.”
“Very well,” Berek agreed, “We will hold this peace, and delay our decision until dawn tomorrow, should all of us live through the night.”
“Good,” Gawain agreed. “For now, we can simply place the casket aboard the barge. Allazar, perhaps you’d be kind enough to secure the vessel on a chain?”
“Aye, your Majesty.”
“A chain?”
“Oh,” Gawain nodded, “The barges possess mooring chains, to secure them to the side. It makes them easier to board or to load. Saves getting wet walking out to them should they drift away from the dockside in the breezes.”
While Allazar secured the barge and Ognorm took the casket aboard and placed it in the centre of the deck, Reesen cast a furtive look around them. A slight shake of his signalled that nothing was moving in the forest within his range. With the Orb in its Morgmetal casket sitting lonely and abandoned on the centre of the low deck, the two groups boarded the vessel, and gathered towards the southernmost cabin.
Gawain lifted a bench and the deck-plate beneath it, and brought out the brazier and griddle plate he’d expected to find there.
Berek’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been aboard one of these things before, Raheen.”
“Yes, for a long and miserable journey north along that Dwarfspit canal. And you have no idea just how miserable it was. Ognorm, if you wouldn’t mind, we could do with some wood for this. We’ll get something hot to drink, and it’ll provide some warmth for now and some light for later.”
“I’ll go with him, Imperator, by your leave?” Loryan asked.
Berek nodded. “Fetch our packs too, while you’re at it. We left our supplies in the woods before last night’s fighting,” he explained to Gawain, “Didn’t want to be weighed down.”
“As did we this morning. Last night, we saw the lights, and heard a little of the battle from our position north of here.”
“Well. While we’re waiting for the wood and the supplies, I’d like to shed this peasant’s garb. With our enemies dead, we’ve no need of it until we return to Pellarn.”
“Of course.” Gawain stepped out of the cabin, pulled a lump of frak from his pocket, and pared a slice, gazing out at the lock gates on the north side of the pool.
When he slipped the boot knife back into its sheath and turned, the four Praetorians of Goria stood proud in their grubby uniforms, and he had to admit they made for impressive figures. Chainmail, a short-sleeved surcoat, leather chest- and back-plates studded with polished metal, and in the Imperator’s case, inlaid with bars of silver lightning and decorated with a wolf’s head, teeth bared.
When their own packs had been retrieved, and with wood burning in the brazier to heat camp pans of hot water laced with brandy, Allazar took to the dockside again, the men gathering to watch with due respect and solemnity while he performed the rites for the dead praetorian. The gesture was appreciated by the Gorian contingent, who regarded Gawain’s party with a mixture of surprise and a certain grudging respect.
Finally, sipping steaming hot brandy-water and watching the mist burn away from the edges of the forest, Allazar broke the silence.
“Is there more to tell us, Imperator, concerning our common enemy, this shadow-creature?”
Berek shrugged. “I don’t think so. It wants the box, or rather its contents. It hunts in the darkness, retreats with astonishing speed from bright light. And from observing it last night and the night before, we think it might be able to lurk in the fog, even in starlight, if the mist is thick enough. As Farayan and others have discovered, its touch is death. Though in truth, I don’t believe it means to kill. I don’t believe it even knows or cares that we exist. It’s that thing you call the Orb it wants. That’s all we know.”
“How came you to learn about the Orb,” Gawain asked, “Just as a matter of interest.”
“The Emperor has spies everywhere. They brought word to the City of Gold that the Goth-lord of Simatheum was seeking for an ancient weapon, a device powerful enough to level an entire city. We were told, briefly, that it would be a ball of metal, in a metal box, and then sent here in haste, with the orders I’ve already mentioned.
“From what we gathered later in Pellarn, it seems the ironmask Salaman learned of the existence of this thing many years ago, and had been searching for it ever since. It was his spies who heard whispers of it in Pellarn, and so with the traitors of Simatheum at his disposal, he crossed the Eramak.”
“And brought misery to the entire Empire,” Loryan spat over the side of the barge.
“And to Pellarn,” Gawain reminded them. “Salaman Goth then spent sixteen years looking for it?”
“Aye. Though he was in no hurry, and the bastard lord of Simatheum had his own plans that needed the ironmask’s attention. There was another weasel, too, though not as powerful as the Salaman. What was that one’s name, Iyan, the one who rode about Pellarn on his winglizard posing like a popinjay at a peacock’s party?”
“Jerraman. Jerraman demGoth. Stuck a pair of metal threken wings to his mask, thought it made him look pretty.”
“That’s the one. Claimed to have Morloch’s ear as well as his Eye.”
“Dead, I believe,” Gawain announced, his expression grim. “We encountered a Graken-rider who I think went by that name and wore such a mask, well to the south of here, last summer. The wizard Allazar smote it with the tree of lightning you saw earlier. Nothing remained but ashes.”
The Imperator nodded grimly. “Then more power to your wizard’s elbow, and thank you, Raheen, it explains why that one hasn’t been seen for a while, too.”
“Who is this lord of Simatheum you spoke of, who commanded the demGoth?” Allazar frowned, and leaned back against the cold metal gunwale, his back to the mooring pool.
Berek sighed, and in turn leaned back against the wheelhouse bulkhead. “Simatheum is a large walled city, stone-built and rich, well to the north of Armunland. I don’t know if your mile is the same length as ours, but Simatheum is twice the distance from Pellarn Castle as Pellarn Castle is from the southern coast. It is… it was the seat of governance for the south-eastern provinces.
“When the golden throne passed to Emperor Zersees the Fifteenth, he granted stewardship of Simatheum to his younger brother, Maraciss. But Maraciss covets the golden throne, and turned to the ironmask Salaman for aid, intending to overthrow his brother and claim the throne for himself. Thus began the second rising of the Goth-lords.
“Maraciss built himself a mercenary army, grew in power and might, and, working in secret with the darkweasel, made for himself a force of foul beasts and creatures. Simatheum is corrupted, its Goth-lord Maraciss reviled. It was the army of Simatheum which took Pellarn, against the Emperor’s orders. The Fifth Legion was closest, and was sent with orders to forestall the invasion, or, if unable so to do, to claim Pellarn in the Emperor’s name.”
“And they were unable to forestall the invasion.”
“Aye,” Prester announced. “When we seen the ironmask and the creatures the Simanian legion had, there was nothing we could do. Our Imperator ordered us to rearguard. There was nothing we could do except watch the butchery, and weep for the shame of it.”
“Against such a force, even two legions of Imperial guard would’ve stood no chance,” Berek continued. “The Fifth found itself ordered by the Salaman out of the new province of Pellarn, and returned in shame to Zanatheum, where, by the Emperor’s command, it was decimated, and those who survived scattered into the ranks of other legions’ cohorts. The Fifth is no more.
“After that, the darkness came. More weasels, from the north, bringing with them more foulmade creatures, province after province falling thrall to them in their advance. Simatheum under its Goth-lord prospered, and seeing the rise of Maraciss, other provincial Tals have begun to throw in their lot with the ironmasks, Goth-lords rising.”
“And your Emperor?” Jerryn asked, agog.
“Remains safe within the walls of Zanatheum,” Berek announced, diplomatically, “Girdled by such wizards as he possesses, and by the high walls of the City of Gold. Though not yet besieged, as good as. For years, since Pellarn Province was annexed by Simanian forces, the Emperor has had loyal guardsmen infiltrating their ranks and aiding in secret the Pellarn Resistance.
“Make no mistake, Eastlanders, and be under no illusions concerning our Emperor; but for the foulmade creatures and the dark magic of their makers, our Imperial cohorts would’ve crushed Maraciss and his toy soldiers and wiped all memory of his treacherous existence from the face of the world.”
“Then there is no threat to Callodon from the Empire?”
“There is no threat to Callodon from the Emperor,” Berek corrected. “I cannot speak for Simatheum. No-one can. Although now that we know that the Salaman is destroyed, perhaps that threat is diminished.”
“The Salaman ironmask is dead?” Prester gasped.
“Aye,” Berek announced, “By the hand of Raheen’s lady, it seems.”
Gorian eyes blinked in astonishment, and no little awe.
“It is true,” Allazar confirmed. “I was there, when Elayeen, Queen of Raheen, shot the foul minion of Morloch clean through.”
There were hushed mumbles of ‘honour to her’ from three of the Gorians, but Farayan had lapsed into a peaceful slumber, sitting on the deck of the barge, head resting against the gunwale.
“And, for good measure,” Allazar added, “Raheen himself cut the Goth almost clean in two with the very blade you see upon his back. Nothing of that evil now remains, but a stain upon the cobbles without the Keep of Raheen.”
“So there is civil war, of a kind, in the Empire.” Gawain quickly changed the subject.
“Of a kind,” Berek agreed, but his eyes glinted with pride. “Though there will be only one victor, once the darkweasel scourge is cleansed from the provinces and the Goth-lord scum of Simatheum destroyed. But you, Raheen, your men have spoken of war in the north, and you yourself have spoken of thousands of wildmen aiding your enemies?”
Gawain nodded. “After the fall of Pellarn, the lands south of the Teeth were afflicted by Morloch, in the guise of agents calling themselves Ramoths...”
 
And so, with Gorian ears listening keenly, Gawain and Allazar spoke of the days of the Ramoth, of their destruction, and of the great army Morloch had raised beyond the Teeth. They described briefly how the lands east of the Eramak River had stood shoulder to shoulder at the farak gorin, and how Morloch’s army of the north, all ten thousand, were destroyed utterly at Far-gor.
But they did not mention Elvendere’s betrayal, nor the destruction of Raheen, and nor did they make mention of how pitiful a force had mustered at Ferdan to face the northern horde. An honourable truce there might be, but the uniforms worn by Praetorians of Goria spoke silent volumes, and both parties were circumspect when it came to numbers and tactics.
At noon, the brazier was stoked, supplies compared and contributions made to produce a rich and meaty broth. With both leaders apprised, albeit briefly, of recent events in both lands, the men on both sides settled to lunch, leaving Gawain and Berek sitting on the benches, alone in the cabin.
 
“Good broth,” Berek opined.
“Not bad,” Gawain agreed.
“Your men respect and admire you.”
“Yours likewise.”
“Discipline is important in the Guard.”
“We value loyalty.”
Berek winced, little more than a twitch of the eye, but it was there. “There’s a lot of history between the Empire and your lands, Raheen. I don’t expect either of us to pretend there isn’t.”
“True,” Gawain agreed. “And for a long time before Pellarn, there was peace between east and west, however uneasy it may have been. There were still slavers though, and pirates.”
“None of which set out from Zanatheum.”
“That an excuse?”
“Of a kind,” Berek nodded, warming his hands on the battered tin mug, and sipping the broth. “You have to understand, the Empire is vast. No one man can ever hope to control every aspect of life within its borders. As long as the tribute arrives from the provinces, the Imperial council tells the Emperor all is well. How the provincial governors govern their provinces is no concern of Zanatheum, unless such governance is treasonous.”
“As at Simatheum.”
“Yes.”
“But Salaman Goth was old, Berek. Older than your Emperor, and older than this Maraciss of Simatheum.”
“Aye. As I said, the Empire is vast. Dark weasels have lurked in dark corners for a very long time. Most in the wild of the Meggenveld, it would seem, beyond the line.”
“The line?”
“A line on the map, drawn to the north of the horse-plains of Namanland. The line beyond which the Emperor’s word is neither carried nor his law enforced.”
“Morloch has done his work well, it seems.”
“I would say so. And you will forgive me, I trust, if I say it’s my sincere hope that Morloch’s force of wildings was utterly spent against you Eastlanders in your recent battle in the north.”
“Actually, it’s my hope, too. They are wizard-bred, as Allazar described, and utterly ruthless. They are an enemy without honour, without scruple, and without a care for their own lives. Keep your strings taut, Berek, should you and yours ever encounter the Meggen, and kill them from a safe distance.”
“Assuming I ever return to Imperial lands.”
“Which once again brings us to the question of the Orb.”
“It does. You seem to know a great deal more about it than I. Perhaps a little knowledge of its history might colour my judgement.”
“It is a relic of a bygone age. The ultimate symbol of hope, perhaps, designed to shield all creation against Morloch for all time.”
“What went wrong?”
“Traitors. Treacherous wizards in league with Morloch, who sabotaged the Orb, destroying an entire city and all its inhabitants in the process.”
“By the Spire…”
“As I said, Morloch has done his work well.”
And then, quietly, Gawain gave the Imperator Praetor of Goria a potted account of the Orb’s making, the noble aspirations of Thal-Marrahan, whose works surrounded them, and of the destruction of the city of Calhaneth.
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38. Nightfall
 
After lunch, the two groups took to opposite ends of the barge, ostensibly to rest. They knew that nightfall would bring with it the threat of the shadow-creature, and wisdom decreed that they should be wide awake when it did. It also gave both groups the opportunity to discuss the morning’s events, though much of those discussions concerned the new information both sides now possessed, rather than the disposition of the Orb. Only two men could decide that, and the others wisely kept quiet on the subject. The Orb itself remained hidden from view, shielded within its Morgmetal casket, and it seemed no more intimidating than it appeared, a dull grey box on the dull grey gratings of the deck.
Clouds swept overhead from the northwest, bringing with them drizzly showers which dampened moods as well as hair and clothing, but they were short-lived, and by mid-afternoon were gone, leaving the sky a pale azure, sunshine warming the forest anew.
“More fog tonight,” Allazar complained quietly, Reesen and Jerryn still dozing, and the wizard cast a worried gaze towards the forest. “Unless the wind picks up again. I shall be happier, Longsword, when we are in the middle of this pool and lamps well lit.”
“Ognorm and that praetorian, Iyan, fetched half the forest aboard for the brazier. For a while I thought they were planning on building bonfires out there in the remaining barges.”
“As well they might. I do not like the sound of this shadow-creature. There is nothing in my knowledge, ancient or modern, to account for such a thing.”
“You don’t think it dark wizard-made?”
“No. If it were, the demGoth floating face-down out there in the pool would’ve been able to command it. I have my suspicions concerning its origins but the thought is too terrifying to contemplate. Besides, until I behold the thing with my own eyes, I must reserve judgement.”
“And speaking of judgement, do you still think me unwise for sparing their lives? And the truce, is it ill-advised?”
“No, I do not think you unwise. Had we taken the Orb by force we would’ve remained entirely ignorant both of the shadow-creature and of events in the west. We would even now be trotting merrily through the trees towards the plains of Juria, blissfully unaware of the shadowy death stalking us. You are the Deed, Longsword, and this Deed has been well done, so far.”
“The Gorians are not what I expected. And they probably think the same of us.”
“True. However abhorrent their society and system of governance may be to us, they are but people, after all, and people, for the most part, are the same everywhere. Each with their hopes, and dreams, and ambitions for happiness and fulfilment.”
“If we could have destroyed the Orb there and then on the dockside, Berek would have permitted it, freely, and gladly. And we would indeed have parted in peace, in the sunshine. There is honour in them. They wear their colours with pride, the same as we all did at Far-gor.”
“True. And yet, possession of the Orb remains in dispute.”
“Not really. Only the nature and depth of our enmity is in dispute, and I believe both sides have taken great strides today in that regard. If Berek is persuaded that we are not the enemy, then possession of the Orb can pass to us without stain upon his honour and without disobedience to his Emperor’s orders.”
“Then let us hope dawn finds us all as philosophical as you, Longsword, and the day much more cheerful than this has been. I had hoped never to perform the rites again, not after so many at Far-gor.”
“It was an honourable thing you did, Allazar.”
“Perhaps.”
“No perhaps about it. It was one of the strides I mentioned.”
Gawain surveyed the forest edge surrounding three sides of the mooring pond. Nothing stirred, though a faint grey mist seemed to be forming an inch above the ground beyond the blue-stone paving of the docks. He sighed, and adjusted the strap of the longsword over his shoulder.
“I’ll speak with Berek. I think we should make the most of the last of this daylight to pole out to the centre, and tie up.”
“Good idea. I’ll fetch the poles.”
When Gawain suggested mooring in the centre of the pool, Berek agreed readily, though seemed entirely bemused when the poles were mentioned. Gawain smiled, and left the Gorians in the cabin watching with undisguised astonishment as Allazar cast off the chain and handed Gawain one of two poles.
Together, striding along the walkways of the barge with practiced ease, Gawain and Allazar poled the immense vessel out towards the mooring-posts, ignoring the bodies floating in the pool, some of which bumped alongside as they went. After some confused manipulation of the tiller at Gawain’s shouts of command, the vessel finally slid into a vacant space, as near to the centre of the pond as made no difference, and Allazar hurried to fix the mooring-chain to a half-submerged post, Gawain likewise securing his end of the vessel.
Eyeing the clear expanse of water and the dockside some fifty yards away, Gawain wondered how powerful the demGoth wizard had been to wreak destruction ashore. From where he now stood on the walkway, the shattered saplings and churned, blackened earth where dark fireballs had struck were clearly visible.
“They were a lot closer to shore,” Berek announced, as if reading Gawain’s thoughts. “They were on that vessel yonder, the one swinging loose on its chain. They’d pushed it out further, but the breezes nudged it closer to the dock and in the dark and the fog perhaps they didn’t notice. They left a handful of men ashore, ordered back to Pellarn to fetch reinforcements, most likely. I sent men after them to cut them off, and cut them off they did.”
“We found their remains. We thought there were many more of you both.”
“We were a much stronger force when we stepped into this cursed forest. We lost men almost every step of the way. Two were swept away in the river north of Pellarn, before we even set foot in the woods. But it was here, in this dead and pitiless city, that we lost the most. In Pellarn, the locals say ‘no-one ever goes to Calhaneth.’ They couldn’t tell us the reason, but we soon found out why. We heard sounds, on the wind, before we came to the ruins. Such sounds as I hope never to hear again…” Berek sighed, and gazed away into the forest.
“There was a survivor of the catastrophe,” Gawain said softly. “He described fleeing along the canal, yonder, in a barge identical to this one. In his account, he describes ashes, falling like snowflakes in the summer, which drove others mad when they settled on their hair and clothes…”
“By the Spire…” Berek sighed again. “This thing must be destroyed, Raheen.”
“It shall be. It’s why we are here, after all.”
“You should know. The men and I spoke this afternoon. You should know it is our suspicion that the Goth-lord of Simatheum intended to test this thing, on the town within Pellarn’s curtain walls.”
“By the Teeth! The Castletown?”
“Aye. Men of high station and their families began leaving almost as soon as that ironmask and his force departed. They took all their wealth with them, slaves carrying every possession, taking the northwest road to Simatheum. We didn’t know why, or so we told ourselves, until we saw the ruins of this place. It makes sense now. Maraciss would no longer have a need for Pellarn once he had that in his possession.”
“Dwarfspit!”
“The destruction of Pellarn would serve as an example to the Emperor. Maraciss is maddened by power, corrupted by dark magic. He would destroy Zanatheum in order to own its ruins, and still call himself Emperor. I’m telling you this, so you will understand why we cannot allow the Orb to fall into enemy hands.”
“Long was the Old Kingdom an ally of Raheen. Your reason merely strengthens my own resolve, Berek.”
“As I thought it might. But the sun is setting, and soon the shadow-creature is at liberty to roam this broken land. We should make preparations now.”
“Agreed.”
 
The brazier was kept well-stoked, a last hot drink made, and as stars began to pierce the iron-grey of twilight, steaming brandy-water washed down a dry meal; frak for Gawain and his companions, and meal-bars for the Gorians which Gawain had seen before in the woods along the Jarn Road.
“Your man Farayan seems a little brighter,” Gawain remarked to the Imperator.
“Aye, thanks to your wizard’s attentions and a good day’s rest. He got no sleep last night, as you can doubtless imagine.”
“Yes. Fog’s rising in the trees.”
“And spilling out over the docks. Breezes are dying too, there’s mist on the water.”
“Then let’s hope the breezes return, or that this shadow-creature can’t swim.”
“I think light is its only enemy. At least there’s more of it out here, and even the light from a flaming brand will carry further over water than in the forest.”
“True. And so begins the wait.”
“I doubt we’ll have to wait long, Raheen. The stars may be out soon, but in the forest, the trees will have blocked the sunset for almost an hour now.”
“It would’ve been worse in summer, the canopy thick with leaves. Dark in there even at noon.”
“Aye. That Ranger of yours, he’s an elf, is he not?”
“He is. Born and raised in the forest far to the north.”
Berek sighed, and shook his head. “I don’t know how they do it. We’re not yet three weeks in this dreadful woodland and have almost forgotten what a horizon looks like, never mind the sky. I can’t imagine being shut up in here all my life. To me, it’s a prison, with trees for bars.”
“My lady is elfkind,” Gawain smiled.
“I meant no offence, Raheen.”
“And I took none. I was born to wide open spaces and a life in the saddle. She, to this forest realm. I have seen both worlds, and like you, I much prefer my vistas unbroken.”
“Is your lady safe at home, in Raheen?”
“She’s safe with friends. And though well able to fend for herself, I would not bring her here.”
Berek nodded. “This is no place for a woman, elfkind or otherwise. There are no women in the Guard, who would own them? It’s why we were astonished to learn it was your lady who destroyed the Salaman; that and the difficulties usually encountered when facing such creatures. May I know how she achieved this most welcome feat?”
“She shot him clean through with an arrow, and she on horseback, at full gallop, when she did so.”
“By the Spire!”
Gawain smiled, seeing Elayeen’s unforgettable charge in his mind’s eye once again. Then he shook away the memory. “Elves are renowned for their skill with the bow.”
“Indeed, as our Eastguard learned to their cost a long time ago.”
“Are you married, Berek?”
“I have three wives, and two concubines. Gifts from the Emperor. Five mouths eating me out of house and home, five pairs of hands spending my coin on fancies and fripperies. And of course they all have mothers, and sisters, and countless other relatives all with their needs and demands. The Emperor’s palace has a thousand rooms, almost all of them empty. My house has but five, and last time I was home I ended up sleeping on the roof. If I were to return to Zanatheum successful from this mission, I daresay the Emperor in his golden munificence will reward me with two more mouths to feed. Frankly, I’d rather have a room and an outhouse of my own.”
“Imperator?” Prester whispered from his post beside the deckhouse, facing south.
“Report.”
“Movement, I think. Near the path through the trees.”
Heads swung, and Gawain and Berek stepped up onto the walkway, peering at the docks to the south.
“Reesen?” Gawain whispered.
“Nai, miThal.”
There was long silence, broken only by the light and occasional metallic tinkling of the mooring-chains as barges shifted gently this way and that.
Fog was rising, mist stirring on the waters. It seemed to be spilling out from the woodland beyond the broad expanse of blue-stone surrounding the pool and pouring over the edge of the dockside onto the water, as though the forest were trying to hold back an ocean of vapour, but the tide was inexorably rising.
“There!” Jerryn hissed urgently, pointing at a spot in the trees some thirty yards from the south-eastern corner of the docks. Heads and eyes jerked, and locked upon a shape lurking at the tree line, black, pulsing, menacing, its form constantly changing as though a mass of smaller creatures were heaving within a sack of ooze. Mist swirled where it waited, poised as a snake before striking. It was not simply black against the dark backdrop of the forest, but was blacker still, as though it would draw all other light in to itself, a rippling, moving, malevolent hole in the world.
“That’s it,” Farayan whispered, “That’s the bastard took my arm!”
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39. Shutters Wide
 
“Major Jerryn, fire-bolt if you please,” Gawain ordered softly.
“My lord.”
Jerryn lowered the business end of his crossbow over the brazier, the wadded and brandy-soaked tip of its bolt catching light immediately.
“You won’t hit it, Raheen,” Berek whispered. “It moves quickly.”
Jerryn presented the weapon, adjusted his elevation, and loosed the bolt. They all saw it streak across the pool, and they all saw the shadow-creature seem to disappear moments before the bolt would have struck home. Instead, the fiery projectile vanished into the mist-shrouded shrubs and saplings.
“There! Thirty yards east of where it was!” Prester whispered urgently, clutching his shortbow firmly, holding its arrow in place while he pointed with his right hand.
There, indeed, it was. In the blink of an eye, the creature had travelled fully thirty yards, and remained, rippling and pulsing as before, but otherwise motionless in the misty gloom of the tree line.
“Allazar, your opinion of the thing?”
“I know it not, your Majesty. That thing is not of nature’s making, nor Morloch’s.”
“It has the look of aquamire,” Gawain whispered, “Shimmering thus as the cloud beyond the Teeth once did.”
“The look, perhaps, but not the substance.”
“Mist’s thickenin’, melord, and is it me or did that thing just move forward a little?”
“Aye, it moved all right,” Farayan confirmed in answer to Ognorm’s question.
“One of your candles, Allazar, not too big though. Just enough to push it back.”
Allazar planted the staff, his lips moved in a silent chant, and a small ball of orange sped into the air, bursting bright white and hovering a hundred feet above the water and fifty feet short of the dockside.
In an instant, the shadow-creature was gone.
“Did it flee back into the trees?” Jerryn asked no-one in particular.
“Into the trees, or beneath the ground, we know not,” Berek asserted, “When a bright light appears, it moves too quickly to know for certain.”
“Watch well,” Gawain commanded, “In all directions.”
Slowly, Allazar’s aerial candle began to dim. The men aboard took positions about the barge to give them a view all around the docks, and they waited.
“I’m starting to think we made an error of judgement, Imperator Berek,” Gawain whispered confidentially.
“How so?”
“We should have put the casket aboard one of the other barges. Keeping it in our midst as we have has imperilled us all.”
Berek groaned. “You’re right. Mutual suspicion doubtless clouded our thinking. We need to be sharper than this if we’re to survive the night.”
“Has anyone seen that thing move over water, in the days and nights you’ve been here?”
Berek shook his head. “No. But, I’ve formed an opinion that it cannot move through stone or metal. It is only an opinion though, based on the simplest of observations.”
“Then we may indeed be safe out here, if it can’t rise up through the stone lining of the pond and the steel of the hull beneath and around us…”
The Aaron’s Candle faltered, and winked out, plunging them all back into a gloom lit only by the dull red embers in the brazier.
“Lamps,” Gawain ordered, “Shutters wide!” And he twisted open the miner’s lamp hanging from his belt, giving it a firm shake to brighten the glowstones within.
Four more lamps were promptly lit, and then Ognorm moved among the Gorians, showing them how to activate the three spares he’d brought with him all the way from the Ruttmark.
“Your observations, Berek, what were they? The wizard Allazar might find them useful,” and Gawain signalled Allazar to join them before ordering another candle launched into the sky directly overhead.
When the light blossomed and the barge was brightly lit, Gawain gave a brief nod to Berek.
“It seems to have no awareness of trees or bushes, as you’ve seen for yourselves now. They don’t seem to be obstacles to its progress. Stone is a different matter though. We were stalking the ironmask and his scum, late in the night, and while they were scurrying through the ruins like rats, we saw the shadow-creature head straight for the one carrying the box.
“There was a low wall, broken and covered in suckerweed, gable end of a house long gone I thought, between the creature and the enemy. The shadow moved swiftly, directly towards the casket, then slammed to a dead halt when it hit the wall. We should’ve harried the enemy there and then, but the spectacle held us all in a kind of trance. The creature seemed to… squash itself, as though it were trying to move down into the earth, but I think its progress was barred by stones, either fallen masonry or a flagstone floor buried beneath the leaf-fall.
“Failing to descend, it moved sideways, slowly, touching the wall as it went, as if seeking the wall’s end. One of the ironmask’s men looked back as they moved on, and saw it, and cried out a warning. The darkweasel lit a light, which sent the creature shooting away into the night, and that’s when the spell was broken and we loosed upon them.
“It only happened the once, Raheen, but when we were on the barge yonder, closer to shore last night, the creature did not cross the water, nor sink beneath the stone of the dock to emerge beneath us. Thinking back, there were other movements it made, erratic, as a man stumbling might make, or a man dodging obstacles underfoot. Maybe that too was caused by stone.”
“And metal?”
“Yes, well… bolts and arrows have been loosed at it, and those not lit by fire do seem to have struck it, and made it move sharply. And there’s Farayan’s arm to prove that metal opposes the creature’s free movement. It was passing us, in the dark, and could have done so without harm to us, bent as it was upon the box and its contents. It was Farayan who attacked the creature with his sword as it passed, not the other way around.
“We all heard the blow, it seemed to crackle, like a bundle of twigs being snapped. Farayan said it felt like taking a swing at column of stone, such was the jolt that went through him. It ripped the blade from his grasp, as swinging a one-handed strike at a rock might do. Letting go of the blade probably spared his life, though not his hand nor half his forearm.”
“Then,” Allazar nodded thoughtfully, “It has substance, of a kind. And we should be safe, here in the pool, for as long as there is light.”
“And provided it can’t cross the water, we’ve no proof it can’t,” Gawain pointed out. “Unless Imperator Berek gainsays me on that account?”
Berek shook his head. “No, I can’t do that, Raheen. But the stars were out last night, a good breeze sweeping the fog well clear of the pond and into the trees. Perhaps it was light, merely, that kept it from making the attempt on those of us who survived to take shelter in the barge.”
“And tonight, what breeze there is, is light as a feather’s touch,” Allazar sighed, “And the moon is waning crescent, and will rise in the southeast but an hour or two before the sun. With the forest and the terrain, we may not see the moon at all.”
“Then we’ll have to make our own moon, and our own sun if needs be,” Gawain announced. “How long can you continue producing these candles of yours?”
Allazar shrugged. “In truth, I know not. All mystic efforts undertaken by a wizard take their toll, in one way or another. I have never been tried thus.”
“Then we should try to conserve as much of your strength as possible. Whatever is decided for the Orb at dawn, neither it nor we can remain idle on this barge forever. There’s also the question to be considered of what might happen should that creature take possession of it.”
“Yes,” Berek agreed softly. “I had wondered the same thing. It is why I planned to replace the device back in its tower, and send for aid. Whatever that creature-thing is, it seemed content to remain wherever it dwelled before the ironmask closed the casket and brought it out.”
“Look to the west,” Iyan called, softly but urgently.
“Seen,” Berek replied, acknowledging the alert.
The shadow lurked near the very brambles Gawain had used for cover prior to rushing the praetorians that morning. It simply remained motionless there, as though it were standing gazing back at them while they stood rooted to the spot staring at the shadow.
“A candle, your Majesty?”
“No, Allazar, not yet. It can stand there all night if it wants to. I’ve an idea, Berek, if you’re agreeable?”
“I’d need to hear the idea first, Raheen.”
“We’ll move the casket up onto the roof of the deckhouse, there at the northern end of the barge. At least there, it’s less of a threat to us should the shadow manage to board the vessel, and it will still remain within plain sight of us all.”
“Good idea.”
“Ognorm, lift and shift the box onto the cabin roof, if you please.”
“Arr, melord!” came the instant reply, the dwarf hurrying about the job.
“Do you see the shadow moving?” Gawain gasped.
“Yes, yes I do,” Berek agreed. “It moves parallel with the box.”
“Thirty feet, or thereabouts,” Allazar mused. “Keeping within a direct line of the Orb…”
“What are you thinking, wizard?” Gawain asked as Ognorm returned to his position, the Orb casket sitting gloomily on the metal roof of the deckhouse at the far end of the barge.
“I recoil from the thought,” Allazar complained, “For it adds to the horror of this dread city and the treachery which took place here. And in truth, I have no proof to support my surmising of that creature’s unnatural origins.”
“Tell me, Imperator, do the wizards of Goria use forty words when one would suffice?”
“Alas, Raheen, I don’t know. I’ve never spoken to one. They are counted among the Emperor’s wealth and thus are as unapproachable as the Imperial harem.”
“An interesting arrangement, perhaps we’ll discuss it another time. Allazar, your thoughts, whether you recoil from them or not. It may mean our survival, and aid the dawn’s decision.”
“Very well, your Majesty, though you must understand, I am merely surmising…”
“Guessing, he means,” Gawain mumbled.
“It is my belief,” Allazar continued unabashed, “That the shadow creature was born of the treachery of the ToorsenViell. When they corrupted the Orb and caused it to unleash the foul emanations which fired the city of Calhaneth and razed its wonders to the ground, those emanations in turn created that foul and unnatural creature.
“Whether directly in the same instant that the people of Calhaneth were destroyed, or whether through a long gestation over hundreds of years, it was the Orb’s ceaseless emanations which created the shadow-creature. I believe that this thing is bound to the Orb in the same way that we are bound to air, or water, or sunlight. I believe it depends for its very survival upon the Orb’s emanations, and without them will shrivel and die, as a plant withers and decays in the absence of light.”
“But, the Morgmetal casket was designed to seal the Orb…” Gawain frowned.
“True, but the original design was intended to prevent sunlight falling on the device, and to contain the Light of Arristanas, not the evil emanations of a deformed and mutilated Orb!” Allazar became more animated as he followed his suppositions to a conclusion. “We saw, just now, when master Ognorm carried the casket to the cabin, the shadow-creature move, remaining in a direct line, a straight line, the shortest possible distance from the Orb. It is feeding, Longsword, feeding on whatever weakly emanations are able to penetrate the walls of the casket!”
“Yet for a thousand years, the Orb was completely exposed to the world in its resting-place in the tower…”
“And thus its emanations, powerful and direct, fed the creature, which was content to lurk in whatever lair witnessed its birth, or to roam within direct sight of it! For all these centuries it has had no need to stray beyond the boundaries of the city, thriving in the corrupt and unseen light from the mutilated Orb!”
“And the lack of natural life about the place?”
“Destroyed either by the Orb’s emanations, or accidental contact with the shadow-creature while it roamed, perhaps testing the extent of its domain. It is possible that larger animals sensed either the emanations or the creature itself, or, having no prey themselves on which to thrive, simply departed, never to return.”
“Your wizard would seem to speak sense, Raheen,” Berek acknowledged. “Nothing we’ve witnessed can gainsay his theory.”
“Don’t look so pleased with yourself, Allazar, if your guess is true it aids us not, and means trouble for us all.”
Allazar’s eyebrows arched in the light of the lamps, reflecting from the lustrous pearl white of his staff. “Trouble?”
“If it needs to feed on the Orb’s emanations, then it must be growing weaker and more desperate the longer it is parted from them. Desperate enemies are dangerous. Worse, it’s not going to abandon its only source of food.”
“All the more reason to return the device to the tower, and open the casket while we send for aid,” Berek announced softly.
“And give the creature back its full strength? We have no idea whether it reasons or not. It may not have knowingly destroyed all the unfortunates it’s come into contact with, we cannot say. But if it reasons, it may not thank us for starving it after a glut lasting more than ten centuries. Besides, what friendly forces do you expect to find in Pellarn to aid your cause? If, as you suspect, the Goth-lord Maraciss means to destroy Pellarn Castletown with the Orb, I doubt you’ll find many noble warriors waiting there to aid you. They too will have understood the significance of the portents you saw there before your own departure.”
“Hmm. Yet if you attempt to take the casket overland to the east, you’ll have that thing dogging your heels every step of the way. Worse, once you’re out of the city limits, there’ll be no stones to bar its progress. It’ll sink into the ground, track you from beneath, and rise up to swallow the box, day or night, in the gloom of the forest.”
“If we take the casket overland to the east, you mean. I don’t expect you take my word concerning its destruction in the Sea of Hope. I would expect you to witness it yourself.”
Berek looked stunned. “Are you serious, Raheen?”
Gawain shrugged. “Of course. How else do you honestly expect to report your success to your Emperor unless all of you see that box sink below the waves thirty miles from the shores of Callodon?”
“Moving again, melord, fog’s thicker, it’s getting closer.”
“Candle, Allazar.”
They could see the black hole shimmering in a shroud of fog, and it had indeed advanced from the tree line to the dockside, and though they couldn’t see the water’s edge, Gawain judged it to be some ten yards from the side of the pool when the brilliant white of Aaron’s Candle burst high overhead.
“Unless there is a breeze soon, gentlemen,” Allazar whispered, “That creature will have a blanket of fog to walk upon as well as to enshroud it. The world about us is contracting quickly, visibility diminishing rapidly.”
“Can your wizard make such a breeze, Raheen?” Berek asked, Gorian protocol seeming to prohibit him from speaking directly to Allazar.
“Yes, if you feed him brassica sprouts with his roast rabbit,” Gawain muttered, and to his surprise, and no small delight, Berek chuckled, low and deep.
“Alas,” Allazar announced solemnly, “The weather is beyond any wizard’s control.”
Gawain suddenly turned to Berek. “Last night, during the attack, we heard a ripping sound, which we took to be the dark wizard loosing fire?”
Berek nodded. “It was.”
“Did he loose at your men, or at the creature?”
“At both. Fireballs, and streamers. His lights illuminated the dockside all around, and he loosed upon any movement he or his men detected.”
“Did any of that fire strike the creature?”
“I cannot say, Raheen. We were somewhat busy at the time. The ironmask’s aim was poor, though. In the city, he loosed fire upon us from the top of the tower, and one of his small fireballs sped away over the treetops before he lowered his mace and found our range. Here, too, though we lost good men in the salvos.”
“What are you thinking?” Allazar frowned, as Aaron’s Candle began to falter above them.
“I don’t know… perhaps that if a demGoth’s black fire availed him not against the shadow-creature, your white fire might end the thing’s existence.”
“We’re too far from the dockside, I fear, your Majesty. The light from my staff’s discharge would likely alert the creature before I could guide the fire to its target.”
The candle winked out, leaving just the fire in the brazier and hand-lamps providing light aboard the vessel. Fog continued to thicken, drifting gently over the lock gates to the north, spilling out from the woods around the dock, clinging to the water, shrinking the world around them.
“Sou’west, my lord, moving slowly north.”
“Thank you, Jerryn.”
The shadow lurked in the mist, moving slowly along the dockside, inching its way along the blue-stone as if to reclaim its last position, the closest it could get to the Orb in its casket without leaving the shore.
“It’s movement is not disturbing the mist in its wake, from what I can see,” Gawain muttered.
“Agreed,” Berek nodded. “The passage of a man through that mist would leave it swirling.”
“Then it has no substance, as we know it,” Allazar concurred. “Though against stone and metal it finds its way impeded.”
“If it came up against the Morgmetal of the casket, Allazar, could it force upon the lid and expose the Orb?”
Allazar frowned. “Possibly, by moving at it rapidly, the collision might force open the lid.”
“What are those straps made of, Berek?”
“They’re belts of leather, presumably put there by the ironmask or his men. The casket is as we found it, Raheen.”
“I think I’d be happier if we added the strength of elven chains to that leather strapping. The thing is moving closer the thicker the fog becomes, and if it can move over water, I don’t want to risk a rush and a collision opening the box. Not while there’s lamplight and starlight about.”
“An excellent precaution,” Allazar agreed. “There are chains and tools within the compartment beneath the bench seats in the cabin, Imperator, if you or your men would be so kind?”
Berek gazed at the creature on the shore, and at the casket some sixty feet away at the far end of the barge, mist swirling ominously about it. He shivered, and nodded, and summoning Loryan, went into the cabin to rummage for the chains.
“I have spoken with Reesen, Longsword,” Allazar whispered urgently, “He cannot see the shadow-creature!”
Gawain looked puzzled, the creature in plain view at the dockside. Then he understood. “It isn’t dark?”
“Neither dark nor light. It is not visible to the Sight of the Eldenelves! I did not wish to mention this with the Imperator present, truce or no.”
“Wisely withheld, Allazar. Though I hope to persuade Berek to our cause this night.”
“And this will be a long night indeed. If there is no change in the weather, no wind to rid us of this fog, the day may likewise find us trapped in a gloom suited more to that creature’s endeavours than our own.”
The clinking of chains drew their attention, and Loryan, suitably laden with them, advanced slowly towards the far end of the vessel.
“I shall go with him, Longsword, to try to secure the chains.”
“Good idea. Take Ognorm with you, his strength might be useful too.”
Berek rejoined Gawain at the gunwale.
“Oh and Allazar?” Gawain called softly at the wizard’s retreating back, “Send up another candle when you get there.”
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40. Siege
 
By midnight, the world had been reduced to a wall of fog some twenty yards in all directions, and it was cold. Damp cloaks were drawn tight, the brazier was kept well-stoked with wood, and crude torches had been lit as much for warmth as for light.
The casket had been reinforced with elven chains wrapped tightly about the box and secured by Ognorm hammering a mooring-spike through the links and bending its ends closed with mighty blows from his rock-hammer, the sound of it ringing loud, piercing ears as well as the gloom.
When silence returned, it was oppressive, and complete, save for the occasional crackle of burning wood or a gentle clinking from the barge’s mooring chains.
“Did you mean what you said, Raheen, about my men and I accompanying you to the Sea of Hope?”
“I did, Imperator. As you explained it, your Emperor’s orders were concise: prevent the Orb from falling into the hands of the enemy, and return it for destruction.”
“True.”
“The Orb was made here in the east, by artisans of all lands, though principally by a Forgemaster of Ognorm’s homeland. Knowing what we do of its construction and history, we know it cannot be simply or safely destroyed. If you return it to Zanatheum, the wizards there would likely discover that simple truth, but at who knows what cost to them and to your countrymen? And, you would be harried all the way, by dark wizards and Morloch’s spawn bent upon ownership of it.”
“Again, true.”
Gawain took a deeper breath, and let it out slowly in a billowing plume like dragon’s smoke. “At least if you witness it going over the side into the depths of the sea, you can truthfully report to your Emperor that it is beyond all reach of any enemy, not just those which blight your lands.”
“And you can guarantee our safe return to Goria?”
“In truth, I can guarantee nothing, Berek. Allazar has said if the weather doesn’t break soon, this fog will remain tomorrow, and favour the creature’s efforts over our own. But if it’s my word you want concerning safe passage through eastern lands and back to the west, you’d have it.”
“You and yours would not be so welcome in the Empire. Nor have we ever been welcome in yours.”
“I know. But this is not a time to revisit painful memories of a past long gone. We are all bent upon the same purpose, in the here and the now, which is seeing that obscene device safely disposed of, beyond all ability for causing harm to either of our lands. Besides, as you have said, these lands are under no threat from the Emperor. It’s the Goth-lord who is as much a threat to us as to you.”
Berek nodded, and stared into the fog. “It’s four days east to the plains you spoke of?”
“Yes. Though if we have a shadow-creature pursuing us, perhaps a little less. Flat and unobstructed save for trees.”
“It’s a lot further to the tree line in the west, and the terrain is not so friendly.”
“If we can get the Orb out of the forest and on to the plains, then with good luck and sunshine the shadow-creature will wither and die, trapped here in the gloom of the forest far beyond the succour of the Orb’s emanations, as Allazar believes. Our journey to the sea will be a leisurely stroll in comparison to what awaits us in the coming days.”
“You Eastlanders are not what we thought you would be.”
“Neither are you Westlanders.”
Allazar approached from the brazier, two mugs of steaming broth in one hand, staff in the other.
“Here, my lords, to ward off the chill. The fog is damp and becoming thicker…”
There was a sudden, immense and ringing impact at the northern end of the barge, and as the vessel lurched violently against its chains, men staggering and falling and the brazier spilling its embers as it crashed to the deck, they caught the briefest glimpse of a large black mass compressed against the side wall of the deckhouse. Then it was gone, the shadow-creature fleeing back to the west through the fog at astonishing speed.
“The Orb!” Gawain screamed, staggering to regain his footing on the heaving deck, watching in horror as first the casket teetered on the edge of the deckhouse roof, then fell, its end striking the steel of the walkway before slowly, inexorably, it leaned, and toppled overboard.
The splash of the casket hitting the water was barely audible over the surging of waves against the side of the barge as it swung on its chains, churning foam on the surface of the waters beneath the mist.
“Does it have it?” Gawain cried, rushing up the barge, ignoring the burning embers and torches scattered on the steel gratings underfoot. “Does it have it!”
Allazar launched a candle, enormous and dazzling, the mystic light bursting into existence some fifty feet in the air above them. The cold and brilliant glare was at once diffused by the fog, giving the impression of white walls hemming them in. Gawain held his lamp over the gunwale, staring down into the water, seeing only mist swirling, and ripples receding.
“Vakin Dwarfspit!” he spat, disgusted. “Allazar, can you see anything below?”
“Let me try,” the wizard gasped urgently, and plunged the end of his staff into the murky dark of the water.
A whisper, and the staff began to glow, and though no-one could swear to it, they thought they saw a dull grey glint through the ripples and the mist.
“How deep is the water?” Berek demanded.
“Not very, here in the pool,” Allazar asserted hurriedly. “About four feet at most, perhaps a little less now the supply from the north is diminished. But for the lock gates, it would be less, now the level in the canal has fallen.”
“Someone must go in and retrieve it,” Berek announced.
“In the dark?” the wizard gasped, “Knowing as we do now that the creature can travel across water?”
“Not with such a candle as that burning above us, it won’t,” Gawain agreed, moving to slip the longsword from his shoulder.
“Oy,” Ognorm growled, “If there’s lifting and shifting o’ Morgmetal to be done, it’ll be a Threllander as does it!” and was over the side before anyone could utter a word.
The splash the dwarf made had them all flinching back from the spray, the walkway scarcely two feet above the water’s surface. Ognorm waded this way and that, feeling with his feet for the casket.
“Thrukken Teeth, it’s cold!” the dwarf gasped, up to his broad chest in the murky water, and then, coming to a standstill, took an immense breath, and disappeared briefly below the surface.
A couple of heartbeats later he burst from the water, holding the casket aloft, the box dripping, though its dwarf-made seals had remained water-tight.
“’Ere melord, quick! Afore that thrukken thing comes back!” and with a heave, Ognorm launched the casket up onto the walkway.
“Lights! Lights!” Gawain shouted, as Allazar’s candle faded, and with a shout, the wizard launched another, while all aboard who had them held aloft their lamps.
Gawain heaved the casket to Berek, who in turn heaved it to Prester, who carried it into the cabin while Gawain and Berek reached down to clasp Ognorm’s raised arms.
The dwarf practically flew aboard, such was the haste with which he was drawn from the water.
“Get the brazier going, light more wood!” Gawain ordered, “Out of those soaking rags, Ognorm, you rock-brained loon!”
Teeth chattering audibly, Ognorm attempted a grin, but he was shivering like a leaf in a gale and couldn’t quite manage it.
Men rushed to right and stoke the brazier, and near the middle of the deck built an open fire while Ognorm peeled off his soaking clothes. Reesen fetched his pack, and rummaged for a set of dry garb and boots.
“Are all men of Threlland as impetuous as your fellow there?” Berek asked, his voice hushed, his expression a little astonished at the manner in which the dwarf had addressed a king and then plunged into danger.
“He takes his work seriously,” Gawain smiled, light from the candle overhead and from the blazing torches and lamps illuminating the scene. “As do we all. From now on, the casket remains inside the cabin. That shadowy bastard will have to learn to pass through steel to get at it next time.”
“Agreed, Raheen. That was far too close a call. If there’d been a man stationed on the walkway beside the cabin…”
Gawain grimaced. “Good point, let’s all withdraw to the safety at the other end of the barge once more. We know now it cannot pass through steel, we’ll all be safer for the shield the deckhouse will provide. We can watch the casket from there well enough.”
 
Watch they did, huddled in the safety of the southern deckhouse, lamps and torches glowing, Ognorm’s wet clothes hanging limp from makeshift props assembled from the pile of firewood he himself had helped to bring aboard. Ten men, reflecting upon the alarming attack, and what might have been.
“The fog must have shielded the stars from its senses, whatever those senses may be,” Allazar said softly. “And it must have thought it worth the risk to cross the pool at great speed, hoping to gain the Orb and make the far side before any light could harm it.”
“Then its desperation must be rising, to risk such a venture,” Gawain asserted, “And clearly it wasn’t aware of the steel of the deckhouse bulkheads. I do not think it has eyes.”
“Not as we know them, perhaps. Perhaps it sees only the emanations of the Orb, and flees from light as we would flee from great heat, or great cold. Or perhaps there are vibrations from the device, which it can hear but we cannot. Whatever its senses, I believe it has no concern for us at all, and that those unfortunate enough to have been destroyed by it were simply in its path as it followed the Orb’s progress from the tower.”
“Why so?”
“Because it flung itself at the Orb, rather than at us. If it possessed reason and knew of our existence, it would have swept the decks clear of us, waited for all lights to be extinguished, and then endeavoured to remove the casket or free the Orb from within it.”
“Your wizard makes sense, Raheen,” Berek nodded thoughtfully. “And though this knowledge may keep us safe throughout the night, how will it avail us in the morning? Without a wind to disperse the mist, I doubt the day will dawn bright enough to drive the creature far below ground, or back to whatever place is its lair.”
“Then we’ll have to wait it out, until the sun burns the mist clear. We have plenty of food, and fuel for the brazier to boil the water around us should our enforced shelter on this barge be prolonged. I doubt this foggy siege can outlast our supplies.”
An hour dragged by, the small bonfire in the middle of the deck dying back to embers while Berek, to pass the time, spoke more of the rise of the Goth-lords in the Empire. Iyan stood from the cramped deck, stretched, and announced that he was going forward to add fuel to the fire, and to relieve himself overboard.
“Hey, Ognorm,” he called from near the dull red glow of the fire, “Your clothes are drying well. Boots are still soaked though.”
They watched as the tall figure slung his shortbow over his shoulder, stepped up onto the walkway, and began to relieve himself over the side in the dull light of flickering, makeshift torches. There was a sudden blur of movement, black and shapeless, and a terrifying scream which faded quickly towards the eastern side of the docks, and then a loud splash, and then silence…
“Iyan!” Farayan screamed, throwing himself flat and peering over the gunwales as the others rushed out on deck, crouching low. “Iyan!”
Allazar, unbidden, launched a candle high towards the west, but when it burst, they could see nothing but the whiteness of the fog some fifteen yards from the barge.
“Iyan!” Prester called.
Silence.
“More fuel on the fire, Ognorm,” Gawain ordered, crouching low. “Back in the cabin! Stay low! If that bastard couldn’t see us before, it’s learned to see us now!”
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41. Decisions
 
“I am sorry for the loss of your comrade,” Gawain said softly. “It could as easily have been any one of us.”
The fire on the deck was blazing higher and crackling, fresh torches made and lit all around the gunwales at the southern end of the barge, and the nine men were huddled within the deckhouse once more.
“He was a good man,” Berek announced, his voice hard. “And did not deserve to die in such a fashion.”
“The creature’s desperation is rising, and it’s taking full advantage of the fog. It must have finally understood that we are depriving it of its succour. It has just declared war upon us.”
“Perhaps, my lord,” Jerryn offered, “If we have more chain, we could secure the casket to the barge and place it back on the roof of the other deckhouse?”
“To what end, Jerryn?”
“Perhaps whatever weak emanations escape the casket cannot penetrate the steel walls while the Orb remains within the confines of the deckhouse. On the roof, those emanations might be enough for the creature to cease its attack upon us. If it does come again for the casket, perhaps the White Staff may be able to loose upon it, and destroy it?”
“Use the Orb as bait?” Allazar was clearly surprised.
“Why not?” Berek announced, his features set grim in the dull glow of their hand-lamps. “I want that foul thing destroyed utterly.” And that announcement was greeted by a chorus of ‘ayes’ from the three surviving praetorians.
“Allazar?”
“I am greatly concerned, your Majesty,” the wizard protested, speaking rapidly. “And I am not entirely certain I should risk loosing Aemon’s Fire here on this vessel while we are aboard it. There’s no telling what might happen. If my fire should strike the chains and set loose the casket, or if my fire should strike the casket itself and liberate the Orb… and we do not know that white fire will harm the creature at all. We can have no way of knowing what effect loosing such fire might have upon this vessel, I could destroy us all! The unknowns are too many and the risks too great.”
Gawain could feel the outrage of Iyan’s loss simmering within the Gorians, and the man’s cruel death had stunned them all with its sudden and unexpected ferocity.
“What if you loosed one of those candles at it? Surely the light could do us no harm, nor the casket?”
“An Aaron’s Candle? It could be as dangerous to us as gazing into the sun on midsummer’s day.”
“But it’s a cold light, yes?”
“Yes,” Allazar grudgingly conceded.
“Very well,” Gawain eyed the others. “We’ll need chains to secure the casket to the barge, and someone to place the casket on the roof.”
“There are no chains in the compartment here, Raheen,” Berek asserted, “We used them to bind the lid closed.”
“Then we’ll look in the compartments in the other deckhouse.”
“I’ll go, melord. If there’s chains, I can fix ‘em with me ‘ammer, and then lift an’ shift the box, too.”
“I’ll go with you,” Farayan declared immediately. “I still got one arm left that can hold a light while you work.”
Berek nodded his agreement.
“Stay low,” Gawain insisted. “Crawl on your hands and knees if you have to, but keep your heads down.”
“Arr, melord, no worries on that account,” Ognorm took a deep breath, and checked his belt for his tools and equipment. Then, with a nod for Farayan, he crouched, and scurried out of the deckhouse, followed closely by the Gorian.
Once the two of them had passed the fire blazing on the deck, they were lost from sight, little more than shadows themselves in the flickering gloom.
“Can you put a candle up, Allazar? Up over the roof of the deckhouse?”
“I can and I shall,” the wizard declared, and launched a light which burst above the barge.
Again, the light was diffused into a milky glow which surrounded the vessel, fog thick as ever and pressing in as before. Only now, that fog was sinister, eerie, and to be feared, for they knew the horror that lurked within it.
“Ta, melord!” drifted the length of the barge, and Gawain smiled in spite of himself, glimpsing two shadowy figures in the cabin some sixty feet away.
“Visibility is so poor I can barely see them,” Allazar complained. “But for Ognorm’s lamp and the torch Farayan holds aloft, they would be practically invisible.”
The clank of metal told of benches being raised and compartments opened, and then the rattling of a length of elven chain was accompanied by a dwarvish cry of ‘Aharr!’
Hammering, then, harsh and metallic, ringing through the night as the candle faltered, and faded.
“Is it me, Allazar, or are your candles becoming shorter?”
“Alas, I fear it’s true. I feel as though a part of me is becoming tired or cramped, as the fingers of a scribe might feel who has written too long throughout the day and night.”
More hammering, and the clinking of chains from the far deckhouse, the lamp and Farayan’s flickering torch still barely visible through the mist.
“Still not a breath of a breeze,” Berek complained, arms folded, his features grim in the light from the miner’s lamp hanging from his belt. “Though the fire is burning some of it off.”
“And no sign of the stars. Even if the moon had risen, we’d not see it through this,” Gawain sighed. “How long ‘til dawn, Allazar, do you think?”
“Alas, I cannot say. I have lost all sense of the passage of time since the mist closed in about us. Without the stars, I cannot tell.”
“Anyone?”
No answer, save the hammering from the other end of the barge. Then it fell silent, and then chains rattled once more, violently, as though being tugged this way and that. Finally, the scrape of metal upon metal.
“I believe Ognorm has done his work…” Allazar began, but was cut off by the crashing of a sudden violent impact which made the barge lurch hard towards the west. Cries of alarm and then screams of horror and pain from the wheelhouse, and the scraping of something heavy on metal.
“Candle! Candle Allazar!” Gawain screamed, pointing straight towards the deckhouse.
Allazar thrust the staff forward, an orange ball shot the length of the barge and burst into brilliant light inside the cabin of the northern deckhouse. For only the briefest of moments, the scene at the far end of the vessel was frozen and burned into retinas; Ognorm laying on the deck in the cabin, holding up his lamp, Farayan’s form crumpled against the eastern gunwale, and the massive, shapeless bulk of the shadow-creature enveloping the casket on the eastern walkway, a taut elven chain vibrating like a harp-string fixed between the casket and deckhouse bulkhead. And then the vision was gone, white-washed by the full brilliance of the Aaron’s Candle trapped in the confines of the cabin.
The light grew and then faded, and there was a heavy metallic crash, and the sound of something being dragged across the deck-plates. Gawain tried to blink away the garish purple after-images left by the candle, and began crawling on his hands and knees out from the deckhouse and towards the fire still burning in the middle of the barge. A heavy hand landed on his back, pushing him down into the gratings.
“Nai, miThal!” a voice hissed in his ear. “Nai murthen! Eem frith am Ognorm!” and the elf pushed past him.
“He’s right, my lord!” Jerryn whispered urgently, and powerful arms dragged Gawain back into the cabin.
It was Berek who had dragged him back to safety, and the Gorian officer’s eyes were hard.
“You’re needed alive, Raheen!” Berek hissed, “Let the men do their work!”
Gawain blinked again, and looked to the north. Reesen and Loryan were scurrying forward, crouching low, lamps held high. The scraping noise came from the far deckhouse, where Ognorm was still laying on the deck, but heaving on the chain, trying to drag the casket back into the safety of the cabin. It occurred to him then that Reesen might be using the Sight to overcome any temporary blindness the candle had afflicted, and that Loryan had been behind Allazar when the dazzling light had burst directly ahead of them.
“Where’s the Orb!” Gawain demanded.
“Ognorm has it,” Allazar replied, “He has dragged it into the cabin.”
“I can barely see,” Gawain complained. “Tell them to leave it in the cabin.”
“Aye, starve the bastard!” Prester spat.
“Leave the casket in the cabin!” Berek shouted the order, his voice booming the length of the barge. And then, quietly again and for Gawain’s benefit, “The elf has Ognorm, and Loryan too. They’re leaving Farayan.”
“I heard him scream,” Prester announced, shifting his weight from side to side, as though he would pace angrily but for the confines of the cabin. “And you know what that means. Bastard shadow finished the job he did on his arm, and took the rest of ‘im. Threken evil threken bas...” Prester sighed in disgust. “Sorry, Serres. Farayan was a mate.”
In the time it took Reesen and Loryan to drag Ognorm safely back, Gawain’s eyes were clearing, though in truth there wasn’t much to see. The fire on the deck had spilled over a little, Ognorm’s damp clothes collapsed onto the deck-plates nearby, the dwarf himself propped against the wall of the deckhouse and Allazar kneeling by him.
“Where’s me mate Farayan?”
“Alas,” Allazar sighed.
“Arr… No sooner had I put the box on the roof, I heard ‘im cry out. Then he must’ve shoved me into the cabin out the way, and I fell, an’ heard him scream. Then all was bright white. Thought it were the yonderlife, but for the noises… Farayan… seemed like a good bloke, to me.”
“He was that,” Prester confirmed, his voice still taut with rage, clutching his shortbow as though it were a snake and he were wringing the life from it.
“It didn’t get the Orb, melord,” Ognorm whispered, “Me and Farayan seen to that. It didn’t get the box. Chain held fast.”
“I know, my friend,” Gawain managed. “Rest easy. The Orb stays where it is, and so do we, ‘til dawn. Are you hurt?”
“Narr, melord. Just blind. Blind as a bat in a very dark cave, inside another very dark cave. Can’t see bugger-all, ‘cept purple spots floating in a sea o’ muck.”
“It will pass, Ognorm of Ruttmark. It is likely only temporary, and it will pass,” Allazar soothed.
“Arr,” Reesen nodded, and patted the dwarf on the shoulder. “Sleep now, Reesen watch. Well dunmate.”
 
They sat in the gloom of the deckhouse, lit by their lamps and the flickering light from the flames on deck. Ognorm slept, one fist closed around Nadcracker hanging from the loop in his belt, the other around his hammer. At length, when the dwarf’s breathing spoke of deep sleep, Gawain whispered the question they’d all been thinking.
“Did we destroy it? Did we even harm it?”
“I do not know,” Allazar replied. “The candle burst within the deckhouse, and the shadow was on the walkway with the casket. I do not know if it received sufficient light to destroy it or even harm it. I am sorry.”
“We’ll know soon enough if the bastard comes back,” Prester sighed, leaning back against the cold steel bulkhead, carefully stretching out his legs in front of him, anger fading quickly.
“And now we are eight. Tell me, Raheen, does your word of safe passage through eastern lands still hold good?”
“It does, Imperator Berek. Though it’s not yet dawn.”
“It matters not. The creature has made my decision for me. It has taken my men. It has killed men under my command, men of the First Zanatheum Cohort. I want it dead, or destroyed. I’ll not open that box and feed it, I’ll not make it strong while waiting here in this city of the dead for others to come who might not.” Berek drew himself up a little. “I yield to you, Gawain of Raheen, and hold you to your word, and trust to your honour. We three are the Emperor’s Guard. We shall see his orders carried out, by you, and with you, and do all we can to aid this cause.”
Gawain nodded, solemnly. “Gladly do we accept the aid of men of the First Cohort, Imperator Berek. Together we shall see the Orb removed from all possibility of use, and the foul shadow created by its malevolent light destroyed. May it know misery all the long moments of its withering when the Orb is removed from the forest and taken into the light of the world beyond.”
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42. Marooned
 
Dawn did not so much break as seep like blood through a bandage, slowly tinting the fog first a dark slate grey and then a slightly lighter shade which graduated to a milky white overhead. The fire on deck had faded to embers, Ognorm’s boots and clothes lay scattered where they’d fallen, and the mould-corpse remains of Farayan, praetorian of the First Zanatheum Cohort, seemed to regard them all with casual indifference from its position near the northern deckhouse.
There, in the cabin, the Orb casket sat on the bench, untroubled throughout the remainder of the night, its rustless elven chains damp and cold as the rest of the vessel, and those aboard it. Jerryn had earlier crawled out to retrieve the fallen brazier, and now the men sat waiting for camp pans to boil, steam rising slowly to mingle with the drifting mist.
“Jurian brandy-water will be as welcome as the finest breakfast tea ever served in the great halls and restaurants of this miserable city,” Jerryn sighed. “You were right, my lord, it hasn’t been long, and I for one find myself earnestly yearning to be at The Chattering Magpie once again, listening to Melany-Gwynne o’ the Hearth and her telling of The Tale of Emmaleen and Torhansen.”
“An inn, and a good one,” Gawain explained on noting Berek’s quizzical look. “With a fine balladeer, good food, and good company.”
“Beer weren’t up to much, though,” Ognorm sighed, and yawned as he nestled his hammer back into its leather holster.
“You should know, Ognorm,” Gawain smiled, “You drank enough of it to test even the most subtle of its qualities.”
“Arr, well, had to be sure, melord. Always got to give summink a fair do afore pronouncing on it, so my father said, and so says I. Though if it comes to pronouncing on this morning, it don’t measure up to the worst beer I ever drunk. Not by a long chalk.”
“At least sleep has restored your sight this morning. How do you feel?”
“Arr, not too bad, melord. There’s still purple spots floating hereabouts, but arr, I can see well enough. Had enough o’ this blasted fog though.”
“Though the mist is moving,” Allazar announced, “A little. There’s a breath of a breeze being drawn to the north, which we should feel soon, I think.”
“I want a good yardage of visibility around us, a hole clear up to the heavens and the bright light of day before I consider poling ashore and stepping off this barge,” Gawain declared.
Jerryn began dipping tin mugs in the camp-pans and passing around the steaming drinks. It was astonishing how much better they felt for the brandy-flavoured heat which suddenly coursed through them, an irrational feeling of civilisation and comradeship blossoming from the simple act of sharing the luxury of a hot beverage.
“The light is brightening,” Allazar noted, “Though it is diffuse. The casket upon the bench at the far end of the barge is clearly visible now.”
“Sixty feet of visibility against a creature that can move ninety in the blink of an eye is small comfort, wizard,” Gawain sniffed, the hot drink making noses run in the chill and damp of the morning.
“The warmth of the sun will begin to burn it away in earnest, once it’s high enough to shine down on us. Rain and cloud cover would be welcome too. Or even a gale. I am beginning to understand how poor shipwrecked mariners must feel, marooned upon a deserted island surrounded by fabled seas.”
“Very poetic, Allazar, but we have food a-plenty, water in abundance, fuel for the brazier and wood for a fire. I suspect few are the mythical marooned mariners of story-time ever to enjoy such comforts as we have.”
“We have sea-fogs in Zanatheum, in the season,” Berek announced quietly. “Rolls up the Baskar Channel in great banks. Thick as soup, on occasion. Once, years ago, I was aboard a sail-hoy, training a contingent of men in beach-landing. The hoy is sturdy, and can be run aground for coastal deployment. There’s at least eight islands in the Baskar Channel for such practice.
“We were running with the tide, in and up the channel towards the harbours when the wind dropped dead-calm, and the fog rolled in. Had forty men each side, paddling us until we finally grounded. Stuck there all night and well into the next afternoon, listening to other vessels and men aboard them blowing horns. Miserable muck. We’d have given a day’s pay for a hot drink like this, back then.”
“You are paid for your service to your Emperor,” Allazar gazed at Gawain, “An interesting concept, Imperator, and one we must discuss further.”
“Always happy to increase the number of lumps you receive, wizard,” Gawain announced, dead-pan.
“Ah.”
The Gorians looked a little bemused by the exchange between king and wizard, but were content to enjoy the strange new camaraderie in the cabin. And then, from the west, came a sound as alarming as it was surprising. A single, distant concussion, which seemed to come from high up, though it was muffled by the fog.
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain managed, almost choking on a mouthful of hot brandy-water.
“A maroon!” Jerryn gasped. “From the west!”
“Berek?”
The Imperator blanched. “None of our doing. We are all that remains of the force loyal to the Emperor. We were to take the device southwest, cross the River Ostern to the western bank and follow it to the coast. Thence, northwest along the coast of Pellarn Province to the Eramak, where a boat would carry us to a ship at sea for the passage to Zanatheum. Our orders were clear, and we were told to expect neither aid nor reinforcements. Could it be your Callodonians come looking for you, and lost in the fog?”
“No, they remain on the plains with our horses for a fast ride to a waiting ship.”
“Then whoever launched that maroon cannot be friendly,” Allazar asserted.
Gawain gazed uselessly at the wall of fog, careful to stay within the shelter of the cabin. He closed his eyes, and drew a breath, letting it out slowly, thinking, and then groaned in disgust.
“What is it, Longsword?” Allazar said softly, recognising the signs of impending revelation.
Gawain opened his eyes and turned to Berek. “You mentioned before, the engagement with the dark wizard at the centre of the city?”
“I did, Raheen.”
“And you mentioned how, before he found your range with his fireballs, one sped away over the treetops. Which direction did it take?”
Berek look puzzled. “West…”
“A dove,” Allazar groaned with realisation. “The demGoth sent a message west, requesting reinforcements.”
“And from what you’ve told us, Berek, there are considerably more reinforcements in Pellarn available to the enemy than to us. The Goth-lord may even have learned of your expedition and intent, and sent reinforcements soon after you crossed the Ostern and entered the forest.”
“And a second dove was likely sent during the battle here,” Allazar exclaimed, “Directing the reinforcements north of the city centre. Now the demGoth is dead, any doves sent by the reinforcements will have met with no answer, and so they have launched a maroon.”
“We cannot remain on this barge. We’ll be sitting ducks, just as the enemy were when Berek and his men destroyed them two nights ago.”
“And the shadow creature?” Berek said, his voice calm.
“Made no further attempt in the darkness before dawn. Perhaps we hurt it last night, and it licks its wounds somewhere. Also, it’s considerably lighter now than it was when last it tried for the Orb.”
“Very well,” Berek nodded. “I have yielded to you, Raheen. You command here now. I and my men are at your disposal.”
Gawain turned and stared up the barge at the dull grey of the box on its bench, the lid held tightly closed by straps and chains.
“Ognorm, will that thing fit in your pack?”
“Arr, if I empty it first, melord.”
“We’ll share your pack amongst the rest of us. It’ll be your shoulders which’ll lift and shift that thing all the way to Porthmorl.”
“Don’t think I’ll be worrying about them clothes and boots yonder on the deck, then, melord. One’s I’m wearing’ll have to do all the way, though it’ll be your noses as’ll have to put up with it.”
“Can you release the chain quietly, without alerting the enemy?”
“Not with bare strength, nor me ‘ammer alone.”
“There’s a pry bar in the compartment under the bench here,” Loryan announced, and set about retrieving it, while Reesen and Jerryn began unpacking the dwarf’s rucksack and sharing out the contents.
“There’s the question of poling the barge,” Allazar reminded Gawain quietly.
“I know. But we can’t stay here. If, as you say, the sun begins to burn away the mist, then it won’t be long before we’re in plain view of the dockside. It’s difficult to gauge the distance of that maroon, but even a mile would put them far too close. We need to move, and soon.”
“I was thinking more of who, rather than when, Longsword.”
“Us, wizard, who else? There’s no-one else aboard with the skill we have. We need to slip quietly to the northeast corner of the pond, then disembark and run east.”
“You make it sound simple, Raheen.”
Gawain grimaced. “Nothing east of the Eramak is ever vakin simple, Berek.”
With the contents of Ognorm’s pack distributed amongst the others in the cramped confines of the cabin, and the dwarf examining the elven steel of the pry bar Loryan had passed to him, there was little left to do. They were waiting, Gawain knew, for him to give the word. Again he eyed the casket, so innocuous upon the distant bench, and yet so dangerous.
And then another maroon burst, slightly north of west, though they couldn’t tell if it were closer than the last.
“Allazar and I will go forward with Ognorm. Loryan, please release the mooring chain at this end, and then attend to the steering-lever. To begin with, you’ll want to push it slightly to the left side of the barge, then centre it again when we’re under way. Once we’ve slipped the chain at the other end of the vessel, Allazar and I shall pole it as quietly as possible across the pond. Ognorm will do his best to release the chain tethering the casket, then load it into his pack and shoulder it.”
“While the rest of us do what, Raheen? Stand and quietly cheer you on?”
“No, Berek. The rest of you will light burning brands and walk close in front of and behind Allazar and I, though you’ll be on the deck below us. That way, with any luck, the light from the brands will blind the creature to our presence on the walkways, should it be lurking out there somewhere.”
Heads nodded appreciatively, and once all were clear on their roles and the makeshift torches lit, Gawain, Allazar, and Ognorm crouched, and moved forward, five men following, leaving Loryan alone at what had become the stern of the vessel. The praetorian edged low around the cabin wall, slipped the mooring-chain as quietly as he could, and took his position at the tiller, easing its end slowly towards the northwest as he’d been instructed.
Once the northern chain had been slipped, and Allazar crouched on the deck with pole in hand, Gawain eased his own pole over the side, and took a deep breath before nodding to the wizard and stepping up onto the walkway.
Reesen moved in front of Gawain, two large and flaming torches held aloft so that the heat from them warmed his face and arms. Berek was to the rear. On the opposite side of the barge, Jerryn and Prester provided the fiery shield for Allazar, and with a gentle shove of the poles, the barge began slipping through the water.
Nerves were stretched taut as bowstrings as the two men on the walkway slowly made their way towards Loryan at the stern, bracketed by flaming torches every step of the way. Water lapped at the hull, mist swirled, and the tiller gave a slight squeal as Loryan straightened it.
At the stern, Gawain lifted the pole out of the water, turned, still stooping low, and with a glance across the vessel towards Allazar, crept as quickly as he could back to the bow.
Gawain turned again, dipped the end of the pole into the water and waited for Allazar, when the barge careened off a mooring-pole, the low booming sound of the impact almost deafening for the silence around them. Hearts stopped, stomachs lurched, breath exploded, and the sound of the mooring-pole scraping down the side of the vessel came to an abrupt halt when Allazar pushed away a little.
Frantic hand-signals were made, and crouching low, Loryan scurried the length of the barge to take the steering-lever at the prow, the better to negotiate any further obstacles in the water.
They set off again, nerves suddenly screaming once more as metal creaked under pressure from Ognorm’s pry bar, and then with a piercing crack like a maroon in miniature, the mooring spike Ognorm had used to secure the casket’s tether to the deckhouse bulkhead burst apart, scattering clinking pieces of metal all over the cabin deck-plates.
“Elve’s Blood and vakin Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed, heart pounding, and then continued poling the barge onward across the pond.
On their fourth journey from prow to stern, Loryan hissed a warning, and they ceased poling, and leapt nimbly down onto the deck. Allazar took his staff from Jerryn, and used it to fend away the dockside as best he could, but still the hull scraped along the blue-stone wall before coming to a halt.
After that, there was frenetic but quiet activity. Packs were slung in place, cloaks donned over them and weapons checked and readied. And then they waited in the silence while Gawain surveyed the scene. The embers of the fire they’d kept burning through the night were ashes now, and nothing remained of Ognorm’s clothing which had been drying on the deck around it, save for his wet boots. The rest had been packed or doused with brandy and used to make the torches, the flaming brands now little more than smouldering sticks, and useless.
Visibility had improved, they could see the tree line well enough thirty yards away across the dockside, but within the trees themselves the mist clung fast, unmoved by the faint breeze drifting from the north as Allazar had promised at dawn.
“Our course is due east and true,” Gawain whispered. “If that shadow-creature yet lives, I will not have us pressed back into the city. We’ll keep the lamps lit, shutters wide, and move as quickly as we can. Stay close, Ognorm and the Orb in the centre. Eat and drink now, we won’t be stopping for food. Water we’ll replenish when we come across it. Should anything happen, you must keep going. The Orb must be destroyed. Get it to the camp on the plains, thence to Porthmorl and into the sea. Nothing else matters. Not who we are, not where we’re from. Nothing. Is that clear?”
A chorus of ‘ayes’, and then a single “Nai, miThal.”
Allazar translated, and Reesen gave a curt and sombre nod, though his expression when he regarded Gawain was a curious one, before he turned away to survey the woodlands to the east. A slight shake of the head told Gawain that the way ahead was clear, at least insofar as the Sight could see.
A third concussion from the west jerked their heads around instinctively, and this time it sounded a lot closer than it had when they were moored in the middle of the pond. Reesen blinked, canted his head, and then turned his worried gaze to Gawain.
“Many,” he said simply. “One miles.”
Gawain nodded, his expression stern as he eyed them all. “To the east then, and the Orb’s destruction.”
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43. Lamps Closed, Eyes Wide
 
The mist within the woodland north of the city of Calhaneth clung low to the ground, and for the men hurrying through the shadowy trees as quickly and as quietly as they could, was made all the more eerie for its lack of height. To them, it seemed as though they were wading through an ocean of vapour, waist-high in places, and though the ground immediately beneath their feet was just visible, they had to trust that nothing unseen barred their passage or lay in wait to trip them. It slowed them down, all instincts screaming against headlong flight across unseen terrain.
They’d paused briefly at the tree line when it became obvious that the excess length of chain still attached to the casket was a rattling harbinger announcing their presence to all within earshot. And so they’d stopped, and stuffed a damp and grubby shirt into Ognorm’s pack to muffle the sounds before continuing, picking their way carefully through shrub, weed and bramble until they were well within the gloomier depths of the forest where only fungi flourished unseen in the leaf litter.
No-one spoke. No-one dared. The men formed a tight circle around Ognorm, though Reesen insisted on moving three or four paces ahead of them in the van where, unbeknownst to the three Gorians, he could cast his Sight. Not that he would see the shadow-creature, if it chose to attack. The threat of its presence made flesh tingle, eyes widen, and all senses sharp as new pins.
The next pause came unexpectedly and abruptly some four hundred yards, or thereabouts, from the mooring pool left behind them. Reesen stopped dead, the others almost running into him before coming to a halt. There was a stream crossing their path, and so they took the opportunity to fill water skins and canteens, and then set off again.
It was the silence which plagued them as much as the fog, every footfall seeming to their ears a deafening clarion alerting the enemy to their presence and to their course. Nor was it comfortable running, holding up a miner’s lamp like a torch, the lights dull in the gloom and the mist, sun still low in the east and not yet high enough to pierce the leafless canopy. Damp clothing chafed, cloaks were heavy, boots likewise, and less than an hour after scurrying from the barge, breathing became noticeably louder.
All except for Ognorm, who loped along with lamp held high in his left hand, and his mace held low in his right, eyes wide, but clearly untroubled by the weight of the Morgmetal casket and the Orb in his pack.
Two hours after leaving the barge the world brightened, a nebulous white halo illuminating the treetops slightly to the south of their easterly track. With the relative new brightness came a degree of relief; surely it was too bright now for the shadow-creature to venture from its hidden lair.
Reesen slowed to a halt, and cocked his head this way and that. Gawain eased forward to stand beside him.
“Odd,” the elf whispered. “House. Big.”
“Slow,” Gawain whispered in reply, and they eased forward, breathing hard but treading softly.
They kept up that cautious, creeping pace for a full five minutes, and Gawain was about to step out again when a shape loomed in the fog, tall and angular, and indeed, distinctly odd. As they drew nearer, weapons and lamps held firmly, another shape began to resolve itself, semi-circular, which added to the bizarre appearance of their discovery so far from the outskirts of the city.
Still they crept forward, until the remains of the immense ‘house’ were clear to behold in the slowly expanding area of visibility around them. It was brighter here, and Gawain poked the tip of the longsword into the soft black humus and leaf litter until it met with firm, stony resistance. The area surrounding the building had once been paved, and the foundations deep, for no trees had burst up through the stones.
“It must have been some kind of pump house or other mechanism for the city,” Allazar whispered. “That is a water-wheel of a kind.”
A deep and dark channel ran under the wheel, the lower half of the immense turbine invisible below ground.
Suckerweed clung to the white-stone walls, and the gently sloping stone roof was still intact. A glance through the vacant windows revealed all manner of complicated machinery, cogs and chains and pulleys, filling the cavernous interior.
“Either water flowed in that subterranean channel to drive the wheel, or the machinery drove the wheel to move whatever liquid once flowed below.”
“We’ll rest here for a few moments,” Gawain announced softly, “Within the protection of the walls,” and moved around the corner of the building, and into it, climbing a flight of steps before passing through the weed-covered and ancient arched portal.
The roof was vaulted and suckerweed from without clung to it in places wherever light could reach, and the floor was covered in forest detritus, though there was surprisingly little of it. Machines sat idle upon elevated stone beds, and metal walkways surrounded them. The men filtered in behind him, breathing hard, and sat gratefully on machine-laden platforms, drinking thirstily from water skins and canteens.
“Fog’s slowly lifting,” Jerryn managed, between swigs of water.
“Aye,” Prester agreed, sniffing and wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Bit of a breeze from the north, too.”
“Big chains,” Ognorm remarked, eyeing the maze of wheels and pulleys around them. “Would’ve taken some poor bugger a lot of work with an ‘ammer to make that lot.”
Shafts ran overhead, bearings seated in stone columns, cogged wheels transferring power through the chains to or from the main wheel and to other shafts and other machines.
“In the days when Calhaneth thrived,” Allazar sighed, screwing his water skin’s stopper tight, “This building would have hummed with ceaseless motion, all the chains and wheels turning. Though to what end, only perhaps Master Arramin might guess.”
“Would that our motion could be ceaseless too,” Gawain sighed, “The better to make the plains.”
“Agreed,” Berek fiddled with the miner’s lamp hanging from his belt, twisting it open and shut in the gloom of the machine room. “Such things as this hold no appeal for me.”
At the far end of the building, the ground suddenly exploded upwards with a deafening concussion, a pair of steel trap doors blown wide open, flinging forest debris in all directions. In an instant, the shadow-creature was hurtling towards Ognorm, but in the same instant, it slammed into the elven steel chains and shafts, twisting, writhing, trying to alter its shape to pass between the metallic obstacles which began to vibrate and shudder with the force of its efforts.
“Out!” Gawain screamed, “Out!” and the men began moving towards the doorway.
“Tireandanam!” Allazar shouted, presenting his staff as the shadow began oozing through the links of a massive chain, tendrils of black reaching towards them.
A streamer of white lightning blasted from the staff, and in an instant, the shadow creature was gone, though Gawain thought he caught a glimpse of it disappearing back into the pit exposed by the trap doors. Allazar’s lightning, though, leapt and danced and crackled along chain and shaft, jumping gaps and sparking, streamers striking stonework and blowing splinters of white-stone from wall and ceiling. Men dived to the floor, covering their heads, and when the crackling and sparking finally ceased, Gawain took his arms from over his head, pushed himself to his knees, and beheld the scene of chaos.
Ognorm was laying face down, three men on top of him, Reesen, Berek, and Jerryn. Loryan and Prester were on the steps leading to the doorway, rubbing their eyes and holding lamps aloft, and Allazar was standing in the middle of all of it, staff pointing towards the distant pit.
“Put a candle down there!” Gawain cried, and then to the others, “Outside! Outside!”
In the mist outside the building, men took stock of each other and their surroundings. Jerryn was bleeding from a cut to the head, struck by a splinter of stone loosed by Allazar’s fire. The wizard himself stood at the top of the steps in the doorway, his back to them, and then he launched an Aaron’s Candle into the pit, turning hastily immediately he did so.
Brilliant light burst from the windows and doorway, silhouetting the wizard. Shafts of light also burst up from around the immense wheel, and seemed to lance up from the ground where cracks in the subterranean channel lay hidden beneath the forest floor.
“Dwarfspit!” Gawain hissed in disgust, “Vakin threken thrukken Dwarfspit! Allazar, tend to Jerryn, quickly. Ognorm, are you hurt?”
“Narr melord. You?”
Gawain shook his head. “Anyone else injured?”
No-one spoke, all eyes wide and scanning their misty surrounds. The fog was thinning, slowly, from the top down, visibility extended to sixty or seventy yards now and the treetops, and sky beyond them, clear.
“Lamps closed,” Gawain whispered, and metal squeaked as the lamps were extinguished.
Compared to the dark grey gloom at dawn, the forest was now positively dazzling.
“It must have tracked us below ground, Raheen, and found a way in to the underground channel.”
“Aye,” Gawain agreed, “And the poor light and shadows in the building gave it a last chance to strike at us between now and nightfall. Stupid. Dwarfspit vakin stupid to have gone in there!”
“You could not know, Longsword,” Allazar soothed, “With so much stone underfoot, and stone and steel around us.”
“Your wizard is right, Raheen. It could just as easily have risked an attack upon us outside the walls.”
“Are you done with Jerryn’s wound, Allazar?”
“I am.”
“Jerryn, fit for travel?”
“Aye, my lord. The wound is nothing, and well bound.”
“On then, with greater haste now the fog is moving. The further from the city we can go before dark, perhaps the weaker that shadow-creature will become. With luck the enemy behind us will stumble upon it before they stumble upon us.”
“There’ve been no further maroons,” Berek announced, shifting his pack and making certain all was secure. “They’ll have likely found the pond by now.”
“And picked up our trail,” Gawain agreed. “Come, let’s put more distance between us.”
On they ran, their pace made all the more urgent for the heart-pounding ferocity and suddenness of the shadow-creature’s attack, and the knowledge that in all likelihood a dark wizard with a mercenary force at his command was hard on their heels.
An hour later they came to another of Calhaneth’s relics, another vaulted building housing machinery and a great wheel, but here, some fifty yards to the south of it, a section of the underground channel had collapsed, exposing a brickwork tunnel that appeared to run slightly southwest.
Pausing to drink while walking and this time giving the building a wide berth, Allazar frowned, and in the welcome daylight, edged as close as he dared to the tunnel, to peer into the gloom.
“Like the spokes of a wheel, the tunnels seem to run towards the centre of the city, carrying something to that dread place, or from it, in its golden years.”
“Arramin spoke of sewers, perhaps these are they.”
“Yes,” Allazar agreed as they moved on, still walking briskly, “Yes, perhaps they are. He’ll be most disappointed not to have seen them himself.”
“Assuming we live to tell him the tale,” Gawain muttered.
“There is no telling how many pipes and tunnels were laid beneath the city to carry water in and waste out,” Allazar exclaimed. “It is not a commentary on the wonders of Thal-Marrahan I am making, Longsword, but an observation that the shadow-creature has been free to roam far from the centre of the city in daylight, and still is. If indeed these channels radiate from the hub as spokes on a wheel, its range clearly extends well beyond the city’s outskirts and in all directions. It may still be tracking us below ground even now.”
“All the more reason to avoid going near dark holes in the ground then.”
“Ah.”
“Do you need more rest, Ognorm?”
“Narr, melord. Lifted and shifted a lot more’n this, and a lot farther too. I’ll sing out if’n it starts to grind me down, melord.”
Gawain nodded, noting the fleeting looks of frank admiration the Gorians shared at Ognorm’s strength and endurance, big men though the praetorians were themselves.
“Men,” Reesen suddenly whispered, and pointed through the trees into the fog, north of west. “Five mens one mile.”
“Five?”
“Isst, miThal.”
“Scouts, probably. Berek?”
“Aye, they’ll send pathfinders ahead to mark a safe way, circling to cut our trail and track it. Main force will follow at a lesser pace to be fit for fighting, but quickly for all that. They’ll know the trail marked by the pathfinders is safe for fast movement, fog or no fog. How does your man see them, Raheen?”
“He’s an elf,” Gawain said simply, trusting that Gorian ignorance of elfkind would forestall any further questions concerning Reesen’s ability. “Let’s move, and let’s pick up our own pace now that visibility has improved.”
They’d barely begun moving when the concussion of a maroon from the northwest cracked through the trees behind them, sounding ominously close in spite of the distance.
“Ignore it, Raheen,” Berek announced. “Now they have our trail it’s meant to drive you hard, tire you out and drain your strength for fighting.”
“Simanian mercenary scum,” Prester spat, “They don’t know what fighting is.”
“Assuming that’s what’s chasing us,” Jerryn muttered ominously.
“Save your breath, gentlemen,” Gawain called softly from the front of the circle surrounding Ognorm. “We have a long, long way to run.”
 
oOo



44. Dirty Deeds
 
Some two hours after noon all trace of the fog had burned away, though here and there in darker places mist still lingered close to gnarled roots and fallen trunks. Gawain called a halt at a broad and fast-flowing stream, and while containers were filled and food eaten, pondered the woods around them.
They’d passed within sight of two more of the large buildings and their curious water-wheels, though both monuments to elven engineering had been further to the south of their track. If indeed they radiated like spokes from a wheel, their sighting was perhaps only to be expected, though no sign of them had been seen on their journey in to Calhaneth from due east, and none from the southern avenue when they’d made their first journey to the city in summer the previous year.
The enemy pathfinders, according to Reesen, hovered at the extent of his Sight, about a mile or thereabouts, sometimes fading further away, but never any closer. Berek explained that this was because the enemy were not simply pursuing, but laying a safe course through the woodlands for the main force to follow, as well as frequently looping to ensure they stayed roughly parallel with the tracks the Orb party was leaving in its wake.
“I don’t like that expression on your face, Longsword, I have seen it far too often in the past not to know it. What are you planning?”
Berek and the men of Goria looked up from filling their canteens, surprised perhaps by the familiarity in the wizard’s tone, but also that any conversation was being had at all. They’d run for hours, as silently as they could.
“I do not like being pursued, especially by a handful of silvercoin mercenaries the like of which killed good men like Tallbot of the Jarn Guard, and Fenner of Juria’s.”
“If they’re pathfinders, Raheen, they’re liable to be more than simpleton blades for hire.”
“All the more reason to shake them from our tail, Imperator. I mean to go hunting.”
“Mithal hunt, Reesen hunt,” the elf announced, and stepped forward to rest his bow on his boot. He blinked, and for a fleeting moment, Gawain saw Reesen’s pupils snap, as if to say and don’t even think about denying me.
“Prester,” Berek said softly.
“By your command,” the Gorian shortbowman acknowledged.
Gawain glanced first at the Imperator, then at the praetorian testing the tension of his shortbow’s string.
“You didn’t think you’d be going without one of us, Raheen,” Berek gazed back, expression blank.
“No, perhaps not,” Gawain grudgingly admitted. “We’ll move quickly, ambush the enemy pathfinders, then catch up with you. You’ll have to carry our packs in addition to your own though, which’ll slow you down a little. I don’t want the hunters weighed down.”
Rucksacks were slipped from shoulders, weapons checked, glances exchanged.
“I do not like this, Longsword,” Allazar complained, “The risk you take will buy us little time, our course by now is as clear to the enemy as to us. What do we gain by it?”
“We gain by making it clear that we are not to be coursed like hares or stalked like wide-eyed fawns through this miserable woodland. They mean to force our pace and wear us down. I mean to bring their scouts to a dead halt and make the remainder think twice about hurrying to meet us in battle. We’ve enough on our plates with the shadow-creature to worry about.”
Allazar seemed entirely unconvinced, but made no further protest.
“Keep going east, steady as you can. We’ve about four more hours ‘til sunset and the return of the shadow-creature. The three of us will rejoin you long before that, all being well. Remember, the Orb must reach the plains. Nothing else matters.”
Five solemn nods greeted the sombre reminder of the greater danger darkness would bring.
“Let me go in your stead, my lord,” Jerryn announced quietly. “Your leadership is needed here, with the Orb.”
“Thank you, Jerryn, but no. I am well-versed in the thoroughly dishonourable tactics we’re about to employ and have no qualms about employing them. Keep Ognorm and the Orb safe, all of you. Go, and try not to shoot us by mistake when we catch up with you.”
Then, with a nod to Reesen and Prester, Gawain set off, loping north of west, arrow strung in hand and his cloak swirling behind him.
 
Closing the gap to the enemy pathfinders took worryingly little time, for as fast as Gawain loped towards them, they were loping towards him. It was true, though, that the enemy were slowed by their frequent need to mark the trail, and to ensure that there’d been no deviation in the Orb’s course due east. They’d only been running ten minutes when Reesen signalled that the range was closing, and the enemy dead ahead.
Some of the darkwood trees in that part of the forest were old, their trunks immense, chasms and rifts in their bark home to mosses and lichens and, this far from the city centre, insects of all kinds. The age of the growth also meant a broad spread of boughs high up in the canopy, and thus broad gaps between the trees themselves.
Gawain slowed to a halt, and with hand-signals, indicated that Prester and Reesen should spread out and find cover. Reesen of course moved silently and nimbly, and Gawain had been surprised to see Prester moving well for such a large and powerful man. The shortbow the praetorian carried looked to be of laminated wood and horn, and its draw so long and heavy that Prester wore a grooved thumb ring to aid in executing the shot, and he tested that draw briefly before nocking a shaft to the string.
They were ready, lurking in the silence, backs to the trees they were concealed behind, listening for the enemy’s approach. Gawain eased his quiver of arrows further forward from under his cloak to his right hip, and drew another arrow, holding it ready in his left hand. Reesen signalled, three hundred yards. Gawain relayed the signal to Prester, receiving a nod in reply.
To give them their due, the enemy were moving well enough, though with far less caution than either of the three waiting in ambush had expected. Perhaps, Gawain thought, the hunters were not expecting their quarry to double back upon them, since no ambush had been laid from the time the last maroon had been launched. The pathfinders, and indeed the main force, would know that those fleeing east numbered only eight, and there was nothing in the trail to suggest that those eight were anything other than untrained resistance fighters from Pellarn; doubtless the black doves sent by the dead demGoth contained details of the disguised force which had attacked him before he died.
‘One’ came the signal from Reesen. One hundred yards, and closing quickly, the pace they set themselves a good one for their role. Gawain waited until he judged the sound of the enemy’s footfalls to be some thirty yards, then silently beat a visible count of three with the strung arrow in his right hand before leaping from behind the tree.
It took a moment for him to mark his first target and hurl his arrow, and less than a heartbeat later the thrum of two bowstrings, one distinctly higher pitched than the other, accompanied the sound of his arrow’s impact dead centre of the pathfinder’s chest.
By the time he’d transferred the longshaft from his left hand to his right and strung it, the two survivors were bringing their crossbows to bear, one loosing, accidentally or foolishly in haste, far too early for the shot to be effective. The second, tall and rangy, dropped to his knee to take careful aim, but at Prester. Perhaps the pathfinder recognised the praetorian uniform, and judged Prester the greater threat, but the error cost him his life.
Gawain’s second arrow slammed into the pathfinder’s chest just below the neck, and Reesen’s two inches below that a heartbeat later. Prester simply ducked back behind his tree, the enemy’s bolt, released by a spasm of the dead man’s hand, sent whistling harmlessly through the woodland. Then the praetorian stepped from cover, shortbow drawn, and shot the remaining pathfinder through the heart.
All five of the enemy were hit, and they’d only managed to loose two shots between them. Four were dead, but the first one hit, by Gawain’s arrow, still lived, and was crawling, perhaps by instinct, away from his fallen crossbow, back towards the west.
The sound of the longsword being drawn was little more than a hiss of steel against well-oiled hardwood, but still it was an ominous and alien sound in the stillness of the forest. A black and lustrous stain swam deep within the steel, moving as if alive, and it immediately drew Reesen’s attention, the elf instinctively stepping back a pace.
Gawain simply strode forward, hard of eye and of heart, and just as he had in the eastern hills outside Harks Hearth when the demGoth had been downed by Reesen’s arrow, he brought the blade down on the pathfinder’s neck, severing the head.
“What now, Serre? Back to the others?” Prester asked quietly, thinking the blow a simple coup de grâce and eyeing the dead around them with a degree of professional satisfaction.
“No, we’re far from done here,” Gawain whispered, and with his features set grim, began hacking at the decapitated corpse, cleaving limbs from trunk and splitting the latter wide open.
Reesen and Prester gazed in horror and disgust as Gawain stooped and drew the shortsword the pathfinder had carried. He rammed it point-first into the soft woodland floor, then picked up the severed head, turned it face west along the path marked out by the scouts, and jammed it onto the sword’s hilt.
“Retrieve the arrows and bolts you loosed, and tear the others apart likewise. Scatter the remains. I want the enemy to witness carnage, and know fear. If nothing else it might make them a little more reluctant to harry us in haste.”
For Reesen’s benefit, he pointed to the mess he’d made, and then at the remaining bodies, before stooping to pick up a leg, hurling it back the way the pathfinders had come.
Still, Reesen and Prester stared, shocked and clearly disgusted.
“These were men, Serre, Simanian traitors yes, but men…”
“We have to stop them in their tracks!” Gawain hissed, anger rising. “Darkness is falling, we can’t hope to face the shadow and a dark wizard’s horde both! If we can persuade them that the group they’re hunting are wild barbarians worse than the Meggen they might hold their pursuit until daylight! Now, get to work!”
Reesen understood a command when he heard one, and set about the grisly business, grim-faced. Prester, however, grimaced as though he were about to vomit, but set about his work with furious energy, even to the extent of hurling entrails up into the lowest boughs of a tree.
When the gruesome butchery was done, and a wide area stained and strewn with gore, Gawain nodded, and sheathed the blood- and aquamire-stained longsword. The three of them were blood-spattered and appalling to behold, which seemed oddly to bind them closer together rather than repel with the horror of the spectacle they had created.
“Simanian regulars, Serre,” Prester whispered, holding out a piece of a tunic bearing an embroidered symbol. “They’d have been in service to the Goth-lord Maraciss at the city. Once upon a time, men of the Simatheum guard, most likely.”
“And the rest, coming up from behind them?”
Prester shrugged, and glanced to the west. “Darkweasel, maybe two or three regulars for his personal guard, rest will likely be Osmathenen penny-blades.”
“Osmathenen what?”
“Sorry, Serre. Western mercenaries. Most of ‘em come from Osmatheum and the western provinces up near Namanland. Penny’s a small copper coin. The Guard call those mercenary scum ‘penny-blades’, on account of you get four of ‘em for a silver quartermark. It’s a bit of an insult, Serre.”
“Understood. Reesen,” Gawain spread two fingers and pointed west.
“Nai, miThal,” came the immediate reply.
“The main force is more than a mile away, then. Come, we’ve done all we can here. Back to the others, though we’ll clean up a little at the stream where we left them, lest they mistake us for well-dressed Meggen.”
 
They washed at the stream, flushing gore from hands, face and hair, and did their best to remove the worst of it from boots and clothing too. But it was a brief and hasty effort, all of them anxious to catch up with the Orb party. Reesen’s Sight still showed the western way clear of enemy lights, which was encouraging; Prester declared that it was probably unlikely the enemy would attack in darkness anyway, and would likely be moving slowly to conserve their strength and energy for a daylight assault tomorrow.
By the time they caught up with their five companions, not much more than an hour had passed since they’d separated at the stream, and great was the relief on Allazar’s face when signals were exchanged and the two groups safely reunited.
Drinks were taken in the pause, and noting the state of their clothing, a somewhat concerned Berek demanded Prester report how many of the enemy had been engaged.
“Five pathfinders, Imperator. Simanian regulars. Shot before they knew what hit them.”
Five pairs of eyes regarded their comrades’ blood-spattered clothing in disbelief.
“We left a mess to slow the enemy,” Gawain announced, “And dissuade him from pressing home an attack this night.” Then, on seeing the horror of realization sweeping over their faces, he added: “And we’ve about three hours to find somewhere defensible if we’re to survive the shadow-creature’s attentions and not end up a pile of mould ourselves.”
The reminder of what was likely to happen to them all when darkness fell had the desired effect on hearts and minds.
“We could adjust our course towards the south, Longsword, and hope to find another of those machine-houses. Stone and steel would certainly provide a more substantial barrier than thin air between the trees.”
“And rob us of precious time to the plains and our waiting horses. We don’t know for certain that more of those strange buildings exist this far from the city’s outskirts. We didn’t see any on our inbound journey.”
Gawain took another swig from his water skin, his eyes narrowed as if closed, but noting the wizard’s crestfallen expression and the creeping worry in the faces of those around him, all them waiting for his decision. He gulped the water, then wiped his mouth with a blood-stained sleeve before screwing the stopper tight on the half-full container.
“East,” he announced, “In haste, and we’ll re-assess our situation as needs demand along the way. Two more hours to cover as much ground as we can, then an hour of what’s left of the day before sunset to ready our defences. Ognorm, are you fit?”
“Arr melord, no need to worry about me.”
“I worry about all of you,” Gawain said softly. “It’s why I will not hesitate to do whatever is necessary to see the Orb safe to the sea, and us with it, no matter how dishonourable others may think my deeds.”
A glance at Reesen received a slight shake of the head; there were no lights, dark or otherwise, within range. Gawain took his pack from Berek, and after a few moments of adjusting pack, cloak and sword, they began running again, urged on by the inexorable lengthening of their shadows ahead of them.
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45. A Lot of Bother
 
Sunlight flickered occasionally behind them through winter-bared treetops while they ran, and as it sank lower and the shadows ahead began to merge, Reesen signalled that he was slowing, and pointed south. When the group had stopped, breathing hard and sweating profusely, the elf made a simple announcement:
“House, small.”
Mist was beginning to form in the shadows, clinging an inch above the leaf litter.
Gawain peered through the trees, and caught a glimpse of the ‘house’ Reesen had seen. He nodded towards it, and they altered their course, moving cautiously, until they came to an extraordinary series of ruins; long lines of low white-stone walls were laid out before them, a series of rectangular formations that might have been swimming baths, or fish ponds, but which were now filled with a quagmire of sodden forest debris.
Allazar thrust his staff into the leaf litter and tried to scrape some of the mulch away, using the Dymendin as a broom, and then the staff struck metal; a pipe, of elven steel. More exploration revealed a series of the pipes, all leading towards a small, suckerweed-shrouded blockhouse.
“What is this place?” Loryan whispered, “And why do no trees grow here?”
“These were perhaps pools of some sort, and probably stone-lined, in the manner of the docks,” Allazar replied, “And thus all growth has been held back, save for the weed you see. They seem still to retain rain water, or groundwater. I do not know their original purpose, nor that of the pipe-work crisscrossing the beds. We are far from the city here, I think whatever this place was, it must have been considered unsuitable for siting near habitations.”
“We’ll explore the building, see if it’s suitable to defend against the shadow-creature throughout the night.”
“Take care to walk on the wall between the ponds,” Allazar warned, “The bottom beneath the quagmire is likely quite deep. I do not recommend falling in.”
Single file, they moved cautiously to the blockhouse, and to their surprise found at its western end a steel door, firmly closed and held shut by a latch-handle similar to those they’d encountered along the canal. Once, it would have stood atop a short flight of steps, but the forest floor had risen to cover the first few inches of the portal.
“Wait,” Gawain hissed, as Allazar reached for the handle. “We do not know what lurks within. Stand back, and stand ready.”
There was a hasty shuffling as men moved aside and a long way back from the door, the wizard poised with sparks dancing atop the staff. Gawain stood to the side of the portal, reached across, and yanked on the handle. It clicked, but nothing else happened. He heaved, jerking the heavy steel door against the debris at its foot, and it moved a little, though not much.
With a sigh, Gawain shouldered the door shut again, and drew his shortsword to scrape away several inches of debris from the top step, and then from his place at the side of the portal, opened the latch once more. Hinges squealed in protest, but when no shadow-creature burst forth from within, he heaved the door wide and peered into the gloom, opening his miner’s lamp and motioning the others forward.
Inside, there was little to see. A large steel pipe emerged from the stone floor and split into five smaller pipes, each fitted with a large steel wheel valve. Above the valve wheels, the pipes turned through a right-angle and proceeded through the wall and out towards the ruins of the pools beyond. There were no windows, but a simple vent near the plain stone ceiling above the door admitted fresh air.
“It’s small in there,” Berek grunted, peering over Gawain’s shoulder.
“Aye, small like a crypt,” Prester complained.
“It’s stone-built, with a stone floor. It has a steel door, and but for the vent, is likely impregnable to the shadow-creature.”
“And if it should get in, we would all be destroyed in an instant, huddled together as we’d have to be to fit in there.”
“Not all of us will be in here,” Gawain announced. “Just the Orb, and two men to guard it ‘til dawn.”
There were gasps of protest, which were stilled by a regal hand. “The remainder shall withdraw to the east, moving as far as possible until sunset, and there settle for the night. If the shadow-creature is fixed upon the Orb it’s unlikely to bother itself with people so far away from it.”
“I’ll stay with the Orb, melord, since I’m the one shifting it.” And with that simple assertion Ognorm started a round of protests and volunteering, until again Gawain called for silence.
“Lots will be drawn, and before you even think of suggesting that you control the drawing, wizard, I’ll be the one holding them.”
Allazar scowled, and mumbled under his breath before adding clearly: “I should remain with the Orb to provide light against any assault from the creature.”
“The very same reason is why you should remain with the men, Allazar,” Gawain asserted, and outside in the fading evening light, tore a length of dead suckerweed from the wall, snapping the stem into lengths, two distinctly shorter than the others.
“I don’t like this, Raheen. What if you draw a short lot? You command here, if you should be lost…”
“If I am lost, Berek, then you and the wizard will see the Orb safe to the sea in my stead. Remember, all of you, it is the destruction of the Orb that matters. Nothing and no-one else.”
Gawain showed them the lots, then closed his hands over them, rearranging them before holding them out for the choosing. No-one moved to draw the first lot.
“There’s no time for this!” Gawain hissed, anger rising, “Draw, while there is light left to safeguard the Orb and ourselves!”
Berek glowered. “In the Empire, the commander commands, he does not put himself at risk as you are doing, Raheen. Take one of the longest straws out, for yourself, then I and my men shall draw.”
“This is not the Empire, Berek, and I command here as you yourself have noted. So draw, then, Imperator Praetor of the First Zanatheum Cohort, I command it! Or do you mean to abandon our truce and your honour with it?”
Berek’s expression darkened, flushed with anger at the suggestion. But he was trapped, and he knew it, and his hand reached out, fingers snatching a straw. It was long.
“Allazar, you now.”
“I prefer to wait…”
“Now, damn you, wizard!”
Allazar shuddered at the anger in Gawain’s voice, recalling all too well a recent outburst at Lord Rak’s house in Tarn. With trembling hand, he reached out, and plucked a straw from Gawain’s fist. Long.
“This is insane, Longsword,” the wizard spat, and threw the straw down before turning and walking away two paces, his back to the proceedings.
Prester, long. Jerryn, long. Loryan, short. Ognorm, long. Reesen, long. The elf grimaced and glowered, and pointed at the remaining straw in Gawain’s hand, as if to say show it to us. But Gawain simply tucked the straw into his tunic beneath his cloak.
“Ognorm,” he demanded, “Can the casket be secured by its free length of chain, to that large pipe at the end of the blockhouse?”
The dwarf’s bushy eyebrows arched. “Arr, I think so, melord, still got the bent spike through it as secures it’s other end around the box. I can slip the last link back through that and close the spike a bit I reckon.”
“Please do so. Allazar, examine the mechanism of the latch-handles each side of the door. I want to be able to secure the door from the inside against that shadow-creature, or anyone else, and prevent it opening from without.”
“Very well, your Majesty,” the wizard glowered, emphasizing Gawain’s title as if to remind the young king of something.
But Gawain let Allazar’s hint slide by, and turned to the others. “Loryan and I shall need light, torches as a last resort if our lamps fail to keep the shadow away from the vent above the door. Quickly, if you please.”
Ognorm set about his task, and the sound of clinking chain and metal upon metal from inside the blockhouse spoke of his work, while Jerryn and Prester went to gather suitable wood for makeshift brands. Berek stood with his massive arms folded, smouldering with unspoken anger. Allazar grimaced and strode to the door to examine the latches, and Reesen stepped forward so that he stood, practically toe to toe, staring straight into Gawain’s eyes.
“Reesen see,” he whispered, and his eyes flicked down to indicate the straw Gawain had pocketed.
“Nai,” Gawain hissed, “Thal command, Reesen do.” And Gawain patted his cloak firmly, three times, a possessive and unmistakable gesture.
The elf’s eyes blinked, his pupils snapped shut, but before the paralyzing gaze of Eldenelves could assail Gawain’s senses, Reesen blinked again, pupils expanding normally in the dull light of evening.
“Thalin-Elayeen command,” the elf whispered, glowering, “Reesen do,” And then to Gawain’s immense surprise, the elf lifted his hand, finger pointing, and then poked Gawain in the chest, twice, saying again: “Reesen. See.”
Anger ballooned in Gawain’s stomach, muscles tensed, eyes narrowed dangerously, but the elf Ranger remained totally unmoved. For a few short moments, Gawain trembled with rage. But the sound of a hammer ringing on steel pierced the silence from within the blockhouse, and he forced his fury down, throttled it, choked it back, swallowed it, with teeth clenched all the while.
Gawain’s hand reached up, slid beneath his cloak, drew out a piece of the long straw he’d broken in half when he’d patted his cloak, and held it up before Reesen’s face, moving it closer, forcing the elf back a pace, then another.
“Thal command, Reesen do,” Gawain hissed.
The Ranger stared at the straw, and then at Gawain, and then, reluctantly, his eyes dropped. “Isst, miThal.”
Berek, standing ten feet away, arms still folded, observed the exchange, but said nothing.
“All done melord,” Ognorm called softly from the doorway, “I’ve ‘ammered it so’s a bright lad can undo the tether by sliding the last link ‘round the curl I made o’ the spike. Don’t reckon the shadow-thing’s too bright though, so it’ll hold. My life on it, melord.”
“Thank you, Ognorm. Allazar, have you found a way of locking the door?”
“I have, your Majesty. The latches work in opposition to one another. Here on the outside, the handle is pulled to unlatch the door. On the inside, it is pushed. It will be a simple matter to wedge an object between the handle and the door on the inside to prevent it being unlatched from without.”
“Good. Can the door also be wedged from without, should the latch break?”
“It could be, if a suitable wedge were to be made available.”
“A sword, dagger, or other knife should suffice, should it not?”
Allazar nodded, reluctantly.
“Then see that it is, and spare me any more of your beardwitted truculence. This is no time for sulking like children! Loryan, do you have a lamp?”
“I do, Serre.”
“Good. Food, and water enough for the night?”
“Aye, Serre.”
“Then take a piss or whatever comfort you may need, once we’re within the blockhouse, there we remain until dawn when the wedge from without is removed to release us.”
“We’ve a goodly number of boughs for torch-handles, my lord,” Jerryn announced with an armful. “I’ll put them inside, with rags and a bottle of brandy.”
“Not the good stuff, I hope, Major.”
“It’s Jurian, my lord, it’s all good stuff.”
“Then let’s hope we don’t need to waste it. Berek?”
“Raheen.”
“You’ve about an hour to find somewhere to spend the night. Once Loryan and I are sealed within, you’re all to leave, and head east. I want you all far enough away not to be a target for the shadow-creature’s spite. It’s unlikely the enemy to the west will advance or attack tonight. At dawn, and I mean dawn, when it’s bright enough out here to deter the shadow, return and release the wedge. Rap upon the steel of the door two times, twice, so we know it’s you and can release the obstruction to the latch within. Understood?”
“Understood, Raheen.”
“Good.”
Final preparations were made, which included Ognorm expertly knocking a lump off a white-stone block with his rock-hammer, the lump to be used to wedge the interior handle, and then Loryan and Gawain stepped inside the blockhouse, Allazar holding the door open.
“Can I not persuade you against this risk, Longsword? Can the word of the Word not deflect the Deed from its course?”
“No. Get moving. Keep good watch. See you after sunrise tomorrow. Now seal the bloody door before I change my mind.”
Allazar’s face crumpled, and he sighed, and began shoving on the heavy steel door. Hinges squealed, metal scraped on stone, and in jerking advances, finally, the door slammed shut. At once, Gawain wedged the lump of stone Ognorm had prepared between the latch-handle and the door, and hammered it in place with the pommel of his shortsword.
“Try the handle, Allazar!” Gawain shouted up towards the narrow vent above the door.
“It does not move!” came the faint reply. “I am wedging the door!”
Hammering from without, and at the foot of the door, in the light from their lamps, Gawain and Loryan saw the point of a Gorian bollock dagger slowly inch forward, driven by blows from without, until the hammering, and the blade, stopped.
“It is done,” Allazar called.
“Go, then!”
“Good luck!” came a shout from without, though from whom, they could not say.
“Now we wait,” Gawain announced, eyeing the vent and the dim light shining through it, and then the narrow slits at the top and bottom of the door.
“Aye, Serre,” Loryan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’ll be a long night, too.”
“Not as long as the next three will be. I doubt we’ll find another shelter such as this between here and the plains. And those bastards in pursuit will doubtless make their move against us from tomorrow afternoon.”
Gawain tested the chain looped around the large pipe where it emerged from the stone floor, and holding the lamp closer, examined the bent mooring-spike which served to secure the chain around the Orb casket as well as securing the end of the loop passing around the pipe. Ognorm had done his work well.
Then, they sat, tore strips of cloth from the old Gorian clothing Jerryn had left, and prepared a handful of makeshift torches, should they be needed in the night. At length, the job done, Gawain quietly ordered Loryan to close the shutters on his lamp, and did likewise.
As their eyes became accustomed to the gloom, they saw three areas of weakness in their shelter. A shaft of light lanced through the west-facing vent above the door, illuminating a rectangle of stone on the eastern wall, the patch of light slowly creeping up towards the roof as the sun continued to set. And two thin strips of light were barely visible at the top and bottom of the door.
“That is were it will attack,” Gawain announced, quietly.
“D’you think it could fit under the door, Serre?”
“I don’t know. This afternoon it seemed to ooze through and around the links in those large chains. There’s no other way for it to get in, that I can see.”
“Nor I.”
“We should rest while we can, sunset isn’t far off now.”
“I’ll take first watch, Serre.”
“Very well, thank you. Keep your lamp handy. In these confines, light will be our best and likely only effective weapon.”
Gawain closed his eyes, and with the longsword propped against the wall beside him, useless within the blockhouse, he pondered the wisdom of his decision. The blockhouse was, of course, the most secure location for the Orb, and with luck, the stone blocks which had stood here for a thousand years proof against the shadow of Calhaneth. Whether it was wise for them to lock themselves in with the Orb remained to be seen.
Perhaps they could have found a way to seal the door from outside, and to block the air vent above the door. But leaving the Orb unguarded simply seemed to Gawain far too great a risk. They had no idea what might happen should the shadow-creature acquire the Orb. Perhaps they could have left lights burning inside the blockhouse. Perhaps. No, Gawain decided. He had made his decision, and it was a good one. As for cheating with the lots, that had been easy, and taught to him by his brother Kevyn long ago, in a different life; a life where shadows were cast by nothing more dangerous than glorious sunshine warming a high plateau…
 
They took it in turns to sleep, or rather doze and snooze, half an hour at a spell. Shutters on the lamps were opened narrow when the light from without finally faded. On a sudden impulse, Gawain rammed a length of wood into the air vent above the door, to act as an alarm should the shadow attempt to gain entry there and push it out onto the floor.
Finally, perhaps an hour or two from midnight, it was difficult to tell, both men simply sat in the gloom of their near-shuttered lamps.
“We still don’t rightly understand why you didn’t kill us all at that pond, Serre,” Loryan broke the silence, his voice as quiet as the light was gloomy. “Doubt we’d have shown the same mercy, if it were the other way around.”
Gawain shrugged slightly. “Perhaps that’s just one of the differences between your Empire and our free lands. If we’d slaughtered you, neither of us would likely be sitting here now. We knew nothing of the shadow hunting the Orb. It would’ve destroyed us in the forest.”
“Maybe. But you own a powerful wizard, I reckon he’d have spotted the shadow-thing quick enough. When we first saw it, we thought it was some kind of creature put here by the elves to guard their dead city and its secrets.”
“You lost men to it, in the tower.”
“Aye. Good men, too, sent ahead to secure the device while we engaged the Simanian scum in the woods. Darkweasel and his guard got them, slipped away from the main force while the penny-blades kept us busy. Lost more men in the tunnel outside the tower, too. They went in, looking for a way to come up behind the enemy. It was dark in there, and the shadow took three of ‘em.” Loryan sighed, and leaned his head back against the wall. “This has been the worst duty men of the First have ever undertook, and it’s been made no easier for the fact it was the Emperor himself who ordered it. Proud, we were, when we left. Even endured the peasants’ rags we had to wear. Now there’s just three of us left, and we’re yielded, and honour-bondsmen to an Eastlander king. No offence, Serre.”
“None taken, yet.”
“Aye. Sorry, Serre, never was much good in small spaces. Stayed on deck when we sailed out of Zanatheum, rather than endure the cabin below. Tied meself to the mast too, when the storm broke over us. Rest of the boys were below, heaving their guts and waiting for death. I swear, there was puke on the ceilings down there, ship was tossed so bad.”
“You sailed south?”
“Aye. From the Golden City, down the Baskar Channel to open sea, then down the coast to the mouth of the Eramak. Up river then, on flatboat scows, almost all the way to Pellarn’s Keep. Had to get ashore early though, mingle with the peasants and make contact with the Resistance.”
“Did you leave a wife and family at home?”
“Me, Serre?” Loryan snorted with surprised laughter, “No, Serre, can’t afford either! They tell of a sergeant, at home, bought himself a wife. In less than a year she ate his house and all his possessions, ran up a debt would make a Cohort Imperator kak himself. Sergeant ended up in the Courts of Recompense, sold in bond to a Namathenen provincial Tal. From sergeant in the Cohorts to a talguard bondsman in some northern kakbucket province, all in less than a year. Guarding a caravan of copperchips hacked out of a hole in the ground at the foot of some nameless pockmarked mountain. No thank you, Serre. Not on my wages.”
There was a long silence, while Gawain tried to imagine the kind of society Loryan had described. Then a strange sound drew their attention. It was odd, a distant sound but strangely close, as though it were being made far off but being carried into their midst. Silence. Then the sound came again, and they held their breath.
“It sounds like a wooden rule being strummed on a desktop in a classroom,” Gawain whispered.
“Or the rattle of a dagger hurled into a wooden board,” Loryan whispered back.
They stood, carefully, heads cocking this way and that, and the sound came again.
“It’s coming from the pipe, Serre, I’m sure!” Loryan announced, and they both knelt, listening.
The curious rattling twang came again, and indeed it was being carried through the pipe manifold from outside the blockhouse.
“There,” Gawain pointed at the wall where the five separate pipes passed through the blocks and out towards the rectangular walled ponds, long since filled with forest debris.
In the gloom of the lamplight, they watched a small puff of dust spill from the stone at the underside of one the pipes. Loryan put his hand on the cold metal, and nodded, wide eyed in the gloom. There was a loud and violent concussion, and Loryan whipped his hand from the pipe as though scalded, while dust puffed from around the metal where it passed through the blocks. Then came a rhythmic rattling, increasing in volume.
“Is it in the pipes?” Loryan gasped.
“I don’t know,” Gawain confessed, opening the shutters of his lamp a little wider.
They could feel the vibration through their boots, rattling up through the white-stone blocks of the floor, and in the increased light, they could see more dust trickling from each of the five pipes at the eastern wall. One of the wheel-valves, loose on its spigot, began rattling in sympathy with the pipe manifold, adding a high-pitched ringing accompaniment to the lower rumbling of pipework embedded in stone.
Then it stopped, and silence reigned once more.
“It was like an earthshake in the pipes,” Loryan muttered, and then a deafening concussion from behind them almost bowled them over in shock.
“The door!” Gawain shouted, twisting and holding his lamp aloft.
Dust fell from the lintel above the steel portal, but the door remained firmly in its place. More dust drifted from the roof above them, cloudy motes swimming in the light from their lamps. Silence, then, save for their breathing.
Another concussion, this time a solid impact against the blocks of the southern wall, and more dust fell from overhead.
“Bricks and mortar fresh built in Zanatheum would not have withstood such a blow, never mind after a thousand years of crumbling.”
“Another wizard of my acquaintance, Arramin, once described this kind of elvish construction as keyed block-work. He said the blocks fitted together like the tongue and groove of carpentry.”
“And the roof, Serre?”
The pipes rattled briefly, marking the shadow-creature’s passing around the eastern wall. Gawain held his light higher, though his arm was still well bent at the elbow when the top of the lamp scraped lightly on the ceiling. “Appears also to be of white-stone blocks. It’s certainly not of lattice, rock and mortar.”
Another solid impact startled them, though it was perhaps weaker than the last, this time on the north wall.
“It’s circling us,” Loryan sighed.
“And likely feeling for a way in as it goes.”
A deafening crash on the door came next, then another, and a third, showers of dust, and the rock wedged behind the latch-handle shifted a little. Inside the blockhouse the noise of the creature’s impacts was painful, making ears and heads ache. Then the bough of wood Gawain had stuffed into the air vent fell clattering to the floor, and both men cranked their lamp shutters wide.
Gawain glimpsed something black disappear from the vent the moment the lamps were held aloft at full brightness, and they waited, watching, tensed and breathing hard.
“Hold this, Loryan,” Gawain ordered, slipping the lamp’s lanyard from his wrist and passing the light to the praetorian. “I’ll light a brand and stuff it out the vent a little.”
“Aye, Serre.”
A little brandy poured over the cheap Gorian canvas strips bound tightly to a length of gnarled darkwood, a smack of a firestone on Gawain’s boot knife, and the torch burst into life with an audible whump! He stuffed the burning end into the air vent and pushed it out, hoping it was burning above the door and was enough to drive the creature away, for a time at least.
“If there’s a darkweasel out there, Serre,” Loryan’s nose wrinkled at the smell of burning wood and canvas, “He knows we’re in here, now.”
“If there’s a darkweasel out there, Loryan, he’s welcome to try getting in here, but he’ll have to join the queue behind that shadow-creature.”
“Surprised it hasn’t tried the roof yet.”
“Don’t give it ideas.”
“Sorry, Serre.”
The pipes began their curious rattling song again, drawing the two men away from the door and closer to the manifold, lamps still held aloft.
“It must know where the Orb is, or rather where the emanations Allazar spoke of are the strongest.”
“Think it’s gone back in the pipe, Serre?”
“If it has, then it’s right there, with nothing but a pipe’s thickness of elven metal between it and us.”
“And right next to the box, too.”
“Aye,” Gawain agreed, eyeing the large-bore pipe at the base of the manifold against which the Orb casket was chained. “Like a cat curled up before a fireplace. Though unlike a cat, this thing is doubtless feeding.”
“How can this be, Serre? Emanations we can’t see, and a shadow-thing feeding off them? How can it be?”
Gawain shrugged slightly. “We can’t see emanations from a hot stove, Loryan, though we can feel the heat from it.”
“Then let’s hope the shadow doesn’t get too much fatter while it’s eating emanations. If that pipe bursts, it’s in here with us, light or no light.”
The rattling stopped, and an eerie silence filled the blockhouse.
They waited, listening intently, lamps held low and eyes scanning the pipework. Then they heard a faint creak, coming from the base of one of the wheeled valves, as though pressure were increasing within.
“Serre?” Loryan whispered, “What do you think?”
“I think the first concussion we heard came from the thinner pipes outside the blockhouse, the shadow bursting out from them. It’s as Allazar and Berek suggested, the creature tracked us under the ground, using the city’s channels and conduits to remain close to us in the day. And I think if it managed to burst those smaller pipes asunder, it may, if it draws enough strength from the Orb here, burst through these, too.”
“Threk.”
“Indeed. If these wheels operate in the same manner as those I saw at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, then turning them to the right will close the pipes. We need to persuade it out of the pipe somehow, and then close these pipes to prevent the shadow-creature’s return. I’d rather have it hammering on the door than bursting out from the pipe and showering us with shards of metal.”
Loryan drew his shortsword, and Gawain stepped back. There was little room to manoeuvre, but the Gorian swung the flat of the blade back-handed and slapped the large-bore pipe. The blade rang, and they waited. Nothing. And then the faint creaking of the joint under one of the wheel valves.
“It’s still there,” Gawain whispered. “Give it another couple of whacks.”
Loryan turned slightly more sideways on, braced, and then hammered the pipe, twice.
Pipes rattled alarmingly, wheels loose on their spindles shuddering, and then there was smashing impact on the north wall, and a crashing impact against the door.
“Quickly!” Gawain shouted, “Turn the wheels! Turn the wheels!”
The first, on Gawain’s left, was frozen solid, but a quick twist counter-clockwise showed the valve to have been fully closed already. Gawain began heaving on the second, shoulder-to-shoulder with the praetorian, valves squealing at the unexpected movement after ten centuries of idle repose.
Another tremendous and deafening impact on the door, and then the clatter of wood, the burned-out torch forced from the vent.
“Turn them all! Turn them all!” Gawain shouted, rushing with lamp wide open to stem the ingress of the shadow-creature oozing through the air vent. It seemed to fight its way forward in spite of the light, but after a second of futile effort, fled from the light when Gawain thrust the lamp closer.
“This one’s stuck!” Loryan shouted.
“Turn it the other way a little, then back again!”
Metal squealed against metal, and then the seized valve broke free, Loryan heaving the wheel clockwise until, as the pipework began its familiar rattling, the last valve was shut. Gawain tested them all to be certain in his own mind that the pipe was sealed against the shadow, and then he heaved a sigh, and stepped back.
The rattling continued for a few moments, dust spilling from the wall. Then, a short silence. Loryan picked up his discarded shortsword, and with a cruel grin, whacked the blade on the section of pipe where dust from the wall had signalled the shadow’s presence. More rattling, and then silence again.
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46. One More Thing
 
Five times the shadow-creature attempted to gain entry through the pipes, only to find its way blocked by the valves and then be sent packing by heavy ringing blows from Loryan’s shortsword. Compressed into the tight confines of a pipe fabricated from a steel it could not penetrate, the vibrations made by the shortsword’s blows seemed to cause the creature as much discomfort as bright light did on the occasions when it attempted entry via the air vent above the door.
For hours, the two men played that laborious and repetitive game with the creature, until finally there was silence. Gawain guessed that the thing outside had tired of smashing at walls, pipes, and the unyielding door, and had settled on the far side of the wall by the pipe manifold, nearest to the casket and whatever invisible light the Orb radiated and the creature craved.
“Been quiet a long time, Serre,” Loryan whispered, the two men sitting on the floor, backs to the walls.
“For which my aching head is extremely grateful,” Gawain muttered in reply, mixing silvertree powder from his pack into a cup of water.
He drank half of it, then handed the rest to Loryan. “Here, it’ll take the edge off the headache.”
The praetorian looked pleasantly surprised, and took the offered medicine. “Thank you, Serre, me and my head both appreciate it.”
“It needs a while for it to take effect, but it’s a blessed relief when it does.”
Gawain closed his healer’s helper, and returned it carefully to his pack. He considered frak, but the thought of chewing with such a throbbing headache was too far beyond the pale.
“Darkweasel would likely have heard the noise that thing made.” Loryan sighed, draining the cup and handing it back to Gawain.
“It’d need to be a deaf darkweasel not to.”
“Won’t attack though. Probably sent a penny-blade scout or two, no more than that. Prester told us what was done to those Simanian regulars. They wouldn’t have seen anything like that done to ‘em before in Pellarn province.”
“You don’t approve?”
Loryan shrugged. “Not my place, Serre. We’ve heard tales of worse things in the north. And worse in the provinces too since the Goth-lords and the darkness. If it stops those scum chasing us, or slows ‘em down, you won’t hear me complaining. Serre.”
“Have you seen much of the Empire since the fall of Pellarn? How badly do the people fare in the provinces?”
Loryan shrugged, and laid his now narrow-shuttered lamp on his lap. “First Cohort is the primary corps of the Emperor’s First Legion. Five hundred men in the Cohort, and our main duty was the Emperor’s close protection, and if he ever left Zanatheum, I wasn’t in the Guard when he did. Imperator Berek knows a lot more about everything than I ever will, Serre, best you ask him such questions.”
“He seems a good man.”
“Aye, he is. You buy your way through most of life at home, but you can’t buy command in the Imperial Guard. It’s given, and it’s only given when it’s earned.”
“And Imperator Berek commanded the primary corps of the Emperor’s First Legion.”
“Still does, or will, when we get back,”
“Then your Emperor must’ve have understood the importance of the Orb’s destruction, to send such a high-ranking officer to prevent the enemy obtaining it.”
“Aye, Serre, maybe he did. It’s why we were so proud, and why we were able to stomach hiding our uniforms. The Emperor chose Imperator Berek, and Imperator Berek chose us. And that’s also why, now we’re honour-bondsmen to you, you can bet your life we’ll see that box over the side like you said, or die trying.”
“Let’s hope it’s the former.”
 
They dozed in turns again, time dragging and the world reduced to a small rectangular space, though this time they were closed in by stone and not by fog. Gawain had no idea how much time had passed, but had just decided that dawn must be close when a strange tension seemed to rise within the blockhouse. Gawain flicked his foot, nudging Loryan’s boot and watching in the narrow-shuttered lamplight as the praetorian opened his eyes, blinked, and frowned. Then the door began to creak.
At the top and bottom, a thin line of shimmering black resisted the dim lamplight the men had slumbered by. The shadow-creature had a grip on both ends of the door, and was heaving, trying to rip it from its hinges, immense pressure beginning to make the elven steel creak and groan.
Gawain flipped the shutters of his lamp wide open, and stood, Loryan following suit. The blackness shimmered a moment longer in the cracks in the door, and then disappeared. A new creaking sound then, and the rock wedged behind the latch-handle shifted a little, and dust motes trickled to the floor.
“A brand! Quickly!” Gawain ordered, pulling out the pouch hanging around his neck and withdrawing his firestone, and then his boot knife.
Loryan doused the wrapped end of a torch with Jurian brandy, and then with a grinding crack, the rock wedged behind the door latch split in two, but held. A smack of firestone on steel, but nothing happened. Another, and the makeshift torch erupted with first a blue flame, then smoky yellow.
The rock behind the latch shattered at the very moment Loryan thrust the flaming brand out of the air vent, and for a moment, the shadow-creature resisted whatever pain the light from the fiery rags might have caused it. Incredibly, the torch was ripped from Loryan’s stunned grasp and disappeared out through the narrow vent.
Gawain heaved back on the latch-handle, but even with his knee braced against the steel he couldn’t move it. Only the tapered blade of the Gorian bollock dagger hammered at the foot of the door was preventing the portal being ripped away from the blockhouse.
“Light another! Light another!” Gawain cried.
“No firestone!” Loryan shouted desperately, and shoved Gawain out of the way to apply his considerably greater physical strength to the handle.
Gawain snatched up another torch, doused it hurriedly with brandy, and lit it, ignoring the tongues of flame from the stone floor where he’d spilled the golden liquid in his haste. Loryan began groaning through clenched teeth, and then crying out, then screaming with the effort and the pain of drawing back the latch handle, and Gawain shoved the flaming torch out through the vent, hanging on with both hands.
He felt a tugging, and then another more forceful jerking, like a big fish taking the bait, and then with an audible click the latch fell back into place, and Loryan sighed. The creature had released the door, and was gone into the night.
There were deep creases in the praetorian’s fingers and palms where he’d fought against the strength of the shadow, and he held those hands before him as he slid down the wall beside the door, sitting heavily. Gawain drew his shortsword and jammed the pommel behind the latch-handle as best he could, then knelt, and held up his lamp.
“Stay still, and try to move your fingers a little, very slowly. We need to get some blood back in them.”
“I’m good, Serre, just need a little rest…”
“Your sword may yet be needed,” Gawain stated firmly, fetching his pack and rummaging for the healer’s helper and a roll of bandage. “And with fingers bruised like that you won’t be able to wield one.”
It took a little time to make wadding liberally daubed with Eeelan t’oth and then to bind it lightly in each of Loryan’s immense and calloused hands. The praetorian gasped and complained first at the cold of the elven unguent, and then in surprise at the sudden numbness which robbed his hands of pain.
“Try not to use them for as long as possible,” Gawain commanded, packing the supplies away. “I think we’ve seen and heard the last of the shadow-creature for this night. Unless the hole leading into that pipe is close by, it’ll need to find shelter from the daylight quickly. Dawn can’t be far away.”
“Serre,” Loryan acknowledged, and leant his head back against the cold stone of the western wall, eyes closed. Then he opened them again.
“Serre?”
“Loryan.”
“Thank you.”
Gawain saw something in the praetorian’s expression that hadn’t been there before the night in the blockhouse had begun. He couldn’t place it in the glare of the wide-open lamplight, but he nodded. “For nothing. As I said, we may need your strength and sword-hand later.
They sat, lamps wide, feeling the night’s chill from the cold steel of the door, waiting for sunrise, and the return of their comrades.
 
They were both dozing when Gawain thought he heard the five-syllable call of a wood pigeon. The sound was so unexpected he almost started, and for a moment he wondered if he’d lapsed into sleep and dreamt it until he caught the surprised look on Loryan’s face too.
He screwed the shutters of his lamp closed, and Loryan followed suit. A solid bar of grey light diffused through the air vent, and strips of grey were clearly visible at the top and bottom of the door. Morning had broken. They stood, and Gawain helped the praetorian shoulder a surprisingly heavy pack before slipping his own into place. Once cloaks were adjusted and the comforting weight of the longsword rested in its familiar position over Gawain’s shoulder, they waited in the gloom, listening.
Eventually, two metallic raps rang lightly on the steel of the door, followed by two more. Gawain drew his shortsword from behind the latch and repeated the signal with the pommel. There was a delay, the latch moving freely but the door not moving at all. Then they heard blows being struck, and in the gloom saw the end of the bollock dagger being knocked from side to side, attempts being made to loosen the wedge which held the door closed.
Finally, the dagger blade disappeared, and the door heaved open, revealing a worried-looking Allazar and Ognorm.
The wizard sighed in obvious relief, and Ognorm grinned happily.
“Morning melord, best we get a move on, Reesen’s seen a couple or three lights moving in the distance, and there’s two mould-bodies over near the trees.”
Then, seeing the bandages on Loryan’s hands, the dwarf looked genuinely aghast. “Poke my eye, you all right, mate?”
“I am,” Loryan acknowledged with a nod. “Thank you.”
“We had a little bother in the night,” Gawain explained, “Come, lift and shift the Orb, Ognorm, and let’s be away.”
Outside, mist swirled ankle-high, though fresh breezes from the north kept it moving, exposing the tops of the white-stone walls forming the ponds around the blockhouse. The two mould-corpses Ognorm had mentioned at first looked like men leaning casually against the trunks of trees some twenty yards to the west, but closer scrutiny showed them for what they were.
The men of the quest looked distinctly relieved on seeing Gawain and Loryan emerge relatively unscathed from within the confines of the building. Reesen caught Gawain’s gaze and held up three fingers, jabbing them to the west.
“More scouts, looking for those two I shouldn’t wonder,” Berek announced softly.
The Imperator looked tired. They all did.
“We heard the sounds of the shadow-creature’s attacks,” Allazar explained. “And doubtless so too did the enemy. But for your orders to remain at a distance, we too might be decorating the trees nearby with our mouldering remains. There are pipes in yonder mulch, all burst asunder, the mud and debris flung all about. I take it that is where the creature emerged?”
Gawain nodded, and pared a slice of frak. “We had something of a sleepless night too. But were successful in keeping the creature from the Orb, obviously. Tonight, though, I very much doubt we’ll have the luxury of such a secure vault at our disposal.”
“Ready, melord,” Ognorm announced from the doorway, the casket firmly in place in his rucksack.
“East then, but not in too much haste. We need only stay ahead of the enemy, and not allow him to drive us into the ground. Let them exhaust themselves trying to close the gap, I want us to be fitter for combat than they are when they make contact.”
“We may have another challenge to face, Longsword…”
“Dwarfspit, what could be worse than the shadow-creature skulking in the dark, and a dark wizard and his men-at-arms by day?”
“A Graken-riding demGoth. Reesen is certain he saw one, flying in a loop. It passed north of us, heading due east, and then swung slowly around, disappearing from view for almost an hour before flying back towards the west well to the south of us.”
“When was this?”
“Less than an hour after sunset.”
Gawain sighed, and blinked against the rising light of the day. It was overcast, and there looked to be rain in the offing.
“Just how many vakin darkweasels does this Maraciss of Simatheum have at his disposal, Berek?”
The Imperator shrugged. “I know not, Raheen. Perhaps all of them, from Armunland north to the Meggenveld and beyond. We don’t have your elf’s eyes, and didn’t see the ironmask or his winglizard, but it’s no surprise to us they might have others in the west to call upon.”
“Doubtless it was summoned by the one pursuing us, in the same manner that it, in turn, was summoned by the one you and your men destroyed at the city docks. Well, there’s little we can do about it standing here.”
“There is one more thing…”
“Oh vayen vakin Denthas, Allazar, what else can there be?”
The wizard looked apologetic.
“The terrain east of where we sheltered last night… it is not friendly. It is hilly, uneven, and there is at least one deep stream to ford that we saw.”
“Dwarfspit. Well, if it slows us, it’ll slow the enemy too.”
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47. Simplicity
 
Slow them it did, that ‘unfriendly’ terrain, and that first deep stream, one of several deeper flows and of many shallower, made the going even more uncomfortable. Running in wet boots, feet squishing and slipping within, added to their misery, as did clambering on hands and knees up steep rises and slipping on their backsides on the down-slopes.
Gawain fretted. They all did. Time was being eaten by a cruel geography that simply wasn’t present further south when they’d entered the forest. Flat and unobstructed save for trees, so Gawain had described the terrain to Berek back on the barge at Calhaneth. He could almost hear them all repeating that poor description over and over again in their heads, as a mantra against the discomfort they were all suffering.
Only Ognorm seemed immune to the hardships, and his frequent smiles were becoming almost as annoying as they were amazing. No-one complained audibly, of course, except for the odd hissed or whispered curse on stumbling or slipping. But Ognorm seemed almost cheerful in comparison to everyone else’s demeanour.
At noon, the going levelled out, and the ground underfoot became firmer. Gawain ordered a pause at a broad and shallow stream which burbled happily over its gravel bed, and they sat heavily on the eastern bank. Boots were pulled off, emptied, and sopping socks wrung out. Drinks were taken, containers re-filled, then hands and feet bathed.
“Reesen?” Gawain called, quietly, when all except Ognorm were sitting on the bank.
The elf shook his head. Around mid-morning the pursuing force had caught up with the three scouts and were hovering at the furthest extent of Reesen’s Sight, but since then, the sharply undulating terrain had reduced the elf’s range. Nor had the Kindred Ranger been able to provide any detail on the strength of the enemy, beyond ‘many’, which Allazar had determined in elvish meant ‘a large group, twenty or more.’
Ognorm stood in the shallow stream, water swirling over his bare feet, digging his toes into the gravel and smiling another faint, curious smile.
“You always so bloody cheerful, Ognorm?” Prester grumbled, finally giving voice to the annoyance they all felt at the dwarf’s seemingly indomitable spirit.
“Narr, ‘course not. I can be a right miserable bugger when I feels like it, ask anyone at ‘ome in the ‘Mark.”
Allazar frowned, and suddenly seemed greatly concerned. “Then why do you appear so happy with our current situation, my friend? Do you feel well? The Orb is not affecting you, is it?”
At that, all of them became concerned. No-one had considered for a moment that the emanations which attracted the shadow-creature might have unseen and unwelcome effects upon them.
“Narr,” Ognorm grinned again, “Begging yer pardon, Serre wizard, but don’t be daft.”
“Then why the smile, and the cheerful disposition, while the rest of us are gritting our teeth and feeling every bone and muscle in our bodies?” Gawain sighed, relief at the dwarf’s reassurance flooding through them all.
“’Cos I’m here, melord, with all o’ you. See, in years from now, I’ll be able to close me eyes, like this,” and Ognorm surprised them all by doing just that, “And I’ll be here again, with all o’ you. I’ll feel the cold o’ the water running over me feet. I’ll feel the gravel between me toes when I scrunch ‘em up like this. I’ll smell the scents o’ the forest, feel the weak warmth o’ the sun on me face, and I’ll be here again, or as good as, with all o’ you.
“And, melords, if I don’t get back home, well. I’m still here now, with all o’ you. You spoke my name aloud, in the Hall of Threlland’s Fathers, gave my name to the king himself, and the call went up. The king himself sent for me, Ognorm o’ the ‘Mark, by name. By name! And here I am, answering that call, with all o’ you. I mean to remember it all, melord, every sight, every sound, every smell, every touch and every feeling, for as long as I live, be that five minutes or fifty years, so’s if I do get back ‘ome, I can tell ‘em all, tell ‘em all about all o’ you, and about everything we done, here, together.”
With that, the dwarf stooped, and plucked a small and smooth pebble from the stream. It was an ordinary pebble, no different from the many thousands of others around it. Except now it had been elevated above all the rest, and now, it was no longer ordinary. Smiling, Ognorm held it up, so they could see its ordinariness, and understand the reason for his smile and his cheery disposition, and then he slipped it into his pocket. With a grin, Ognorm stepped out of the stream to dry his feet. One by one, each of them stood, and waded into the stream, and reached down, and took a pebble, and pocketed it.
 
For two hours they ran hard and steady, Ognorm’s simple wisdom wiping away the misery of wet boots and tired limbs, aided by terrain which matched once more the description Gawain had promised. At the end of those two hours, they slowed to a walk, breathing heavily and eating as they went, Reesen turning from time to time to check the rear where he declared there was still no sign of their pursuers.
Gawain frowned. “D’you think it odd, Berek? The enemy lagging so far behind now, when they were so close earlier in the day?”
“Hard to say. The lay of the land back there was unfriendly, and the main force is mercenary. They don’t make for the most enthusiastic of troops at the best of times, and they’ve already lost at least seven without so much as sighting us. Besides, there’s still a long way to go before we reach the plains. They’ll know that, if for no other reason than the winglizard ironmask will doubtless have told them last night.”
“And we can consider ourselves fortunate not to have encountered that today,” Allazar grumbled.
“So far,” Gawain added, ominously.
“We’ve about four hours of daylight left, my lord,” Jerryn announced.
“Agreed.”
“And we’ve seen no sign of any construction since leaving that blockhouse this morning. Do you have any plans for our disposition tonight, and the safeguarding of the Orb?”
“I’m hoping the greater the distance between us and the city will mean the creature has to venture further and further from safety in order to attack us, and thus diminish the time it has available near the Orb if it’s to seek shelter when the sun rises. As for our disposition, that’ll be decided when it’s nearer sunset.”
Even to Gawain’s ears, his words sounded somewhat vague.
“If the creature was indeed using pipes and channels below ground for travel and safety from daylight,” Allazar asserted, “Then a greater distance between us and such constructions as it used will indeed weaken the beast, and require it to waste time and energy travelling.”
“I do have a plan, as it happens, Allazar,” Gawain announced, “Though your attempt at rescuing my authority, while utterly pointless, is appreciated, you bloody whitebeard.”
“Ah.”
“I just didn’t want to depress you all with its simplicity. Not to mention its risk, especially with an enemy of unknown strengths and qualities pressing from the rear.”
“I could stand to be depressed, my lord,” Jerryn smiled grimly, “It’s probably better than being taken by surprise when the sun starts sinking.”
“You people are strange,” Berek sighed. “In the Empire, if a man questioned his commander in public the last thing he’d see would be his own backside as his head was thrust up it.”
Gawain chuckled softly. “Another interesting Imperial policy which I must add to my list of interesting things I’ve learned from you and your men, Imperator. However, in these lands, it’s usually only the wizard who suffers my regal ire.”
Allazar sniffed. “It’s always the wizard who suffers your regal ire, your Majesty.”
Gawain became serious as they walked on, breathing settling, muscles grateful for the rest.
“The plan is simple, born from observations of the creature’s behaviour last night. We’ll chain the casket to a stout limb high up in a darkwood tree and fix a couple of lamps to it. The lamps will deter the shadow from attacking the casket and freeing the Orb, and will also serve to keep it at bay. We’ll deploy nearby, with our own lights, and with the White Staff for defence against the creature should it lash out at us in spite. Last night, the one part of the blockhouse the creature failed to attack was probably in fact the weakest: the roof.”
“Ah. A simple plan indeed,” Allazar muttered, “And one so obvious a child could have devised it.”
“Tell me, Imperator, what happens in the Empire when someone suggests in public that a commander is childishly simple?”
Berek grinned as Allazar spluttered.
“I wasn’t making any such suggestion, Longsword, I was merely castigating myself aloud for failing to use my own worthless wits.”
“Then castigate harder. And if we’re all finished eating and have our breath back, another two hours of running, and then we’ll need to look for somewhere suitable to put the plans of a childish simpleton into operation. Always assuming, of course, some unforeseen catastrophe doesn’t befall us on the way.”
 
There was no such catastrophe, unless a misty drizzle could be counted as such, and no-one mentioned it. Indeed, the coolness of the rain, while it damped clothing and hair, helped cool them on the run, and afterwards, when finally they slowed their pace to a walk and began seeking what Gawain described as ‘somewhere suitable.’
Reesen assured them that the enemy remained out of sight well to their rear, which Gawain felt was probably as alarming as it was welcome news. Given the discovery of the mould-corpses, and the previous day’s hideous butchering of the pathfinders, the consensus was that a night attack was highly unlikely.
At length, they spotted an immense and very old darkwood tree, towering above them and above all its neighbours for a good distance around, though a dark scar the length of its mighty trunk spoke of lightning; the penalty such a tree must often pay for excelling above all others.
They gathered at its base, and gazed up at the lowest limbs, some thirty feet above their heads.
“Ognorm,” Gawain announced.
“Wot?” came the startled reply.
“Up you go then,” Gawain smiled. “The chain should fit around that bough, about a third of the way along from the trunk. It’ll be in good view of us all on the ground there, too.”
“Urrmm, begging yer pardon, melord,” Ognorm twisted a booted foot in the leaf litter. “Only, there ain’t much of a call for tree-climbing in Threlland, even in the valleys.”
“Ah. Fair point, well made. Reesen.”
All eyes swung to the elf.
“Wot?” he said, his eyebrow twitching.
“Nice try,” Gawain beamed back him. “Allazar, a translation of my instructions for Ranger Reesen, if you please.”
While Allazar described what was needed, and Reesen stood there blinking and gazing up at the bough and then down at the casket Ognorm had dragged from the rucksack, two miners lamps were secured to the chains wrapped tightly around the box.
“Make sure they’re secure, Ognorm. In the blockhouse, the creature risked pain by snatching away a burning torch to try to secure the Orb.”
“Arr, melord. Can do. One each side, you reckon?”
“Good idea.”
There was a brief exchange of rapid elvish between Reesen and Allazar which left the wizard smiling. Gawain picked out a couple of the ruder words but refrained from asking for a translation while the casket was being prepared.
Ropes were produced, from Gorian packs as well as others, and tied firmly together, and Reesen wrapped one end around his waist and tied it off, before, reluctantly, handing his bow to Gawain. The gesture wasn’t lost on Gawain, who rested the tip of the weapon on his boot in a manner which would’ve made Elayeen proud.
Reesen turned and studied the fissures in the ancient bark, and dumped his pack, quiver, and shortsword. Then he began the climb. When he was halfway up, and moving carefully but steadily, Gawain asked Allazar what it was Reesen had said.
“He said just because I’m a vakin elf doesn’t mean I can climb vakin trees, I was the king’s bodyguard, not his vakin arborist.”
Gawain grinned. “He’s doing a pretty good job of it, all the same.”
“Arr, not bad, if I say so meself, not that I know bugger-all about tree-climbing. Begging yer pardon Serre wizard, but what’s an arborist?”
“Ah, a tree surgeon, master Ognorm. A tree surgeon.”
“Poke me in the eye, elfs must think a lot o’ their trees if they got their own doctors then.”
Reesen made the bough, and walked out on to it, dragging the rope with him. Then he sat astride the limb, removed the rope from his waist and tied it around the bough. When the lower end was secured to the casket, he began heaving it up, hand over hand.
It took very little time after that for the chain to be wrapped around the limb and secured by the mooring-spike clasp as Ognorm had demonstrated, and then, with the casket sitting firmly atop the bough and the two miner’s lamps opened wide, Reesen simply slid gracefully down the rope to the ground.
Gawain handed the elf his bow with a nod of gratitude, which Reesen acknowledged with good grace.
“Time to find a spot within sight of the Orb but far enough away from it to avoid the shadow. To the east, I think. It’ll put a little more distance between it and us when, or if, it appears.”
“I think the ‘if’ is a little wishful, Longsword, if the creature’s efforts last night are any measure of its hunger.”
“I was being optimistic for the sake of morale, beardwit. Now you’ve gone and spoiled it, none of us will sleep tonight.”
“Ah.”
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48. No Arborist
 
By dint of good fortune and nature’s own forest husbandry, they were able to maintain a clear view of the casket tree and its strange new fruit glowing in the gathering gloom some fifty yards away and slightly south of east. There, waiting for sunset, weapons were readied, torches prepared but not lit, wood for a bonfire collected and laid ‘for emergencies’, or so Prester had said, and when the misty rain finally eased, wet socks were hung from sticks poked in the ground in the hope that morning might find them dry and men still alive to wear them.
“We should only loose fire on the beast if it looks as though it will gain the Orb,” Gawain decided. “If we harry it, it will notice us. With luck, our lamps will be enough to deter it from launching itself at us.”
“It made short work of the enemy scouts last night, my lord,” Jerryn reminded them all.
“True, but they were much closer to the blockhouse than we are to the casket, and had no lights to shield them. I think the creature was enraged by its failed attempts at the door, and either struck those men in fury and spite, or by accident when we drove it from the door with our torches. Either way, we’ll find out. Four of you should try to rest, the remainder will keep watch. Reesen, in the first group, we’ll need your eyes later. Half an hour.”
Berek, Ognorm, Reesen and Prester huddled at the base of the tree, their backs to it and to the distant casket, and settled to doze as best they could. Within moments their breathing was deep and regular, heads lolling, all of them fast asleep.
A nod of the head drew Allazar away from the tree to stand with Gawain far enough away for whispering not to disturb the sleepers.
“Longsword?”
“Last night’s Graken and its rider bothers me, Allazar. Whatever he was doing, he wasn’t simply gauging the distance from Calhaneth to the plains of Juria.”
The wizard shrugged. “Nor can we sensibly guess at its purpose. That it hasn’t been seen today, nor rained black death upon our heads from above, is a mercy we should all be grateful for. We have enough to contend with as it is.”
“Still, it bothers me.”
“Longsword, we are all pushing hard at the bounds of our endurance, and though all here are experienced in battle, there is only so far that endurance may be stretched before something breaks.”
“I know. Which is why I’m also troubled by the enemy not pressing us as they did yesterday. We’ve heard no maroons, Reesen’s seen no sight of them since this morning. They won’t give up the Orb any more than we will. They’re up to something.”
“If you’re contemplating some daring night-time excursion in the manner of a black-eyed Ramoth-slaying madman of our former acquaintance, I shall be obliged to express my violent opposition to such a course of action.”
Gawain arched an eyebrow and regarded the stern-faced wizard beside him, both of them facing the casket and the pinpoints of its glowing lamps.
“No, I’m not. Though I confess I did consider it earlier. Briefly. But for the Orb and the shadow-creature, it would make sound military sense, and my former teacher would be delighted by such a surprise attack. The enemy certainly wouldn’t be expecting it any more than they would have expected the gore they stumbled across yesterday.”
“There are many aspects of your behaviour and demeanour which I have found disturbing since we left Harks Hearth, Longsword, and that was one of them.”
“Really?”
The wizard nodded, clutching his staff tighter, the air around them suddenly chill with impending nightfall. “I have always known there is a darkness in you, ever since the first time we met in Callodon. I have always attributed that darkness to Morloch’s destruction of your homeland, and perhaps I was right so to do. Much has happened since then, and I have also seen something of the brightness of that light within you our lady Elayeen has described. But the description of the dismemberment of those enemy scouts as given to us last night by praetorian Prester, and confirmed by Reesen, was alarming indeed.”
“It was necessary,” Gawain said, calmly and quietly. “And it likely won’t be the last or most alarming thing I’ll have to do before there is real peace in the lands.”
“There was peace, Longsword, truly, in Tarn, after the battle. At least before we learned of the Orb in the vaults of Crownmount. And it drove you almost beyond reach of all those who care for you. I worry for you, Longsword. Sometimes I think you are too anxious to hurl yourself into harm’s way.”
“If that were true, wizard, I’d be stalking through the forest even now, seeking to inflict damage upon the enemy, dressed all in black and deadly as the shadow we now await.”
“As at the Barak-nor, and countless Ramoth towers, yes, I know. It’s a testament to your brighter kingly aspect that the Orbquest now restrains your darker instincts.”
“Orbquest?”
Allazar shrugged. “As good a name for our business here as any I could think of on the spur of the moment, balancing on the knife-edge of your ire as I am.”
Gawain smiled. “You’re safe, Allazar, I’m too tired and too worried to be irate.”
“Oh that is no comfort at all.”
“Sorry.”
“Now you’re making it worse.”
Gawain chuckled softly. “What do you want me to say? We’ll probably all be mould by midnight?”
“No, I would prefer it if you didn’t say that.”
“Well. You can thank Ognorm’s speech at the stream if I seem philosophical this night. Here we are, eight pebbles from among thousands, and it’s all lands, east and west, we strive now to protect.”
Allazar sighed. “You do know that Brock will be furious when we cross into Callodon with our new friends? After Pellarn, he became bound and determined never to let a Gorian soldier set foot in his lands.”
“I’ll be more than delighted to worry about Brock’s feelings when the time comes. It’ll mean we’re not here, waiting in the dark for some shapeless evil to come a-calling.”
“Yes.” Allazar shook his head sadly, and leaned on his staff. “I thought Calhaneth bad enough the first time. At least removing the Orb from the tower has brought a modicum of peace to the ruins. No more shall be heard the dreadful sounds of its final hour.”
“Except in nightmares.”
“Yes, except in those.”
“Do you think this will work? This childish simpleton’s plan of mine?”
Allazar sniffed. “I refuse to be goaded, Longsword.”
“I spy, with my little eye…”
“And I refuse to play that game, too. Word of the last time you attempted to engage me in such unkingly pastimes as ‘I Spy’ got out, as word so often does. And I still maintain I would’ve gotten ‘Mountains’ if I’d been playing, in spite of what I overheard them saying in the Traveller’s Rest.”
Gawain grinned as the darkness gathered around them.
“And yes, it’s entirely possible that your plan will work, given what little we know of the beast. I do, however, take some comfort in having a bonfire ready to be lit. The violence inflicted upon the blockhouse by that entity was astonishing, and the spiteful attack upon the Gorian praetorian, Iyan, while on the barge, was horrifying.”
“Is there a light you can make, like the shield you have raised in the past? Something which might encompass us all?”
“The Light of Aemon should be sufficient, I think. Why? Have you lost faith in our dwarven lamps?”
Gawain shrugged. “I don’t know, Allazar. Last night, it ripped a flaming brand clean out of Loryan’s hand. And tried to take one from mine, too. It was bold, and clearly prepared to suffer harm in order to gain possession of the Orb. Those candles of yours would be inappropriate, given the proximity of the enemy and the possibility of a Graken-riding demGoth spotting them from afar.”
“I hadn’t thought of the Graken for several minutes, thank you for reminding me. I decidedly do not want to attract that thing’s attention with Aaron’s Candles, not while the only eyes likely to see its approach in the dark are sleeping. These moonless nights would have been ideal for the taking of the Orb from the tower, but it’ll be another week before we see the welcome glow of the moon in the night sky. Even then, it will be early in its first quarter.”
“Always assuming of course we’re not mould by midnight.”
“Ah.”
 
Eight times the watch changed, and before the ninth relief had chance to settle for rest, the wind rose, a heavy overcast obscured what patches of starlight had been visible, and in the silence, Jerryn hissed a quiet warning through his teeth.
Beyond the casket tree, perhaps seventy yards from where they huddled close together, a darker, blacker patch of night seemed to pulse malevolently. All of them dropped to one knee, keeping as close to the open lamps as possible, all except Allazar, who stood behind them, Dymendin held horizontally, gleaming like lustrous pearl in the lamplight.
No-one spoke. No-one needed to. For long minutes they knelt, poised, lamps held low the better to keep watch on the silent, shadowy enemy which in turn seemed to remain rooted to the spot, watching them, its slight pulsing and rippling a grim parody of breathing.
Boughs creaked a little in occasional gusts, twigs clicking and rattling against one another where trees touched in the canopy high over head. Gawain blinked, and though he had seen no obvious movement from the shadow, it seemed a little closer than it had been before.
It was moving, inching slowly, almost oozing so slow was its progress, forwards, and slightly to the right, positioning itself in line with the casket, and not with them.
“It sees us, yet the Orb is closer,” Allazar whispered, “Do not move, I can shield you all better thus, if needs must.”
“If it charges,” Berek whispered in reply, “It’ll be in our midst before we can blink.”
“And could already have done so, if our lives were its intent,” the wizard whispered again, and continued his commentary: “It edges closer to the casket now, though seems wary of the light pooling from the lamps. Still it moves forward, creeping… it has stopped. Now it advances again…”
The creature inched forward, until it was clearly visible to them all, an amorphous blob of rippling blackness poised and throbbing at the very edge of the faint puddle of light spilling down from the two lamps suspended from the Orb casket. As they gazed in loathing and horror at the shadow-creature, it slowly oozed its way around the twin-lobed pool of light.
“It seeks the region of strongest emanation from the Orb,” Allazar explained. “And remains reluctant to move directly beneath it.”
“Is it my eyes, or does it appear smaller than at the docks?” Gawain asked.
“Aye, it does,” Berek affirmed. “At least I believe so.”
“Bin on a diet,” Ognorm muttered, evincing smiles, and relieving a little of the tension in the close-huddled group.
“It is rising!”
And it was, the shadow becoming distinctly thinner and taller, as though the entity were reaching up, stretching for the Orb, men’s eyes widening and eyebrows arching, staring transfixed as the blackness oozed upwards until finally it paused as if standing on tip-toe, and then resumed its squat and shapeless mass once more.
Again the creature circled below the casket, and again it stretched upwards towards the box chained to the bough thirty feet above it. Again it failed, and having failed twice, remained where it was, shimmering, pulsing, grotesque and malevolent, but for as long as it sat motionless fifty yards from the group of men huddled in their lamplight, no threat.
“I want it destroyed,” Berek hissed, a dark and deep passion in the softly-spoken words. “For the lives it took, I want it destroyed.”
“As do I,” Gawain replied firmly. “But now is not the time.”
“There it sits, Raheen, surely within range of your wizard’s fire.”
“No. By the time Allazar’s fire has chewed the forest floor halfway to its mark the creature will be gone, or in our midst. Let it be. Let it suffer a long, slow death when we are on the plains and far beyond its reach. There are still at least seven more hours of darkness before dawn, and darkness is its domain, not ours.”
Berek took a deep breath, and, pressed together as closely as they were, they could all feel his powerful frame expanding as he did so. Then he let it out, slowly, through his nose, and gave a faint nod of acquiescence.
They waited, watching the thing as it sat motionless below the casket.
“Why don’t it just climb the tree?” Ognorm suddenly asked.
“It cannot climb a thing which presents no obstruction to its free movement,” Allazar explained. “At the dockside and elsewhere, it passed through trees as though they did not exist. And perhaps, for the shadow-creature, they do not.”
“Ain’t no aborist, then.”
“No, indeed. In all its existence, and with the Orb shining down upon it from the tower at the heart of the city, it has likely never had to climb anything. It probably does not know how, which would explain its failure to attack the roof of the blockhouse last night.”
“You make it sound like a child, Serre wizard,” Jerryn whispered.
“A very dangerous child, but yes, perhaps it does share certain qualities with infants. It wants, it needs, and if it cannot get what it wants and needs, it throws tantrums. Before the Orb was taken, it simply existed, roaming at will, never needing to learn anything. Its attempts earlier at rising up to the Orb were like a child reaching for a jar of sweetmeats on a high table.”
“Then let’s hope it’s content to sit and gaze up at those sweetmeats and not rush around destroying the kitchen,” Gawain muttered.
 
Almost an hour passed, mostly in silence, neither side moving, the one black and pulsating, the other kneeling in a pool of lamplight, until finally Loryan announced that he needed to move to prevent a cramp building in his thigh. Gawain whispered instructions, and four of the group slowly eased back behind Allazar, and either squatted or stood to ease their aching limbs. For another two hours, they took it in turns to stretch themselves, taking care during the change-overs to keep the lamps steady and in roughly the same positions, so as not to alarm the shadow.
Some tried to doze, though that was difficult in the confines of their light. Allazar rocked on his heels from time to time, and occasionally lifted his knees and rocked his head to remain limber should his staff be needed. After such a long time gazing at the beast fifty yards away, the threat of its touch and its existence seemed somehow diminished.
“It’s stretching again,” Prester announced, alerting those behind the front line.
All attention snapped to the casket tree, and the shadow beneath it, stretching up, a living stalagmite of shimmering malevolence.
“It’s taller than it was before,” Berek noted.
“Arr, but it ain’t got the reach yet. Long, long way to go yet.”
It sank back again, and slowly began circumnavigating the dim pool light from the casket lamps.
“It is testing its environment again, attempting to detect any changes since last it did so. Look, it has returned to its former resting-place and has settled once more.”
“It’s feeding again,” Berek muttered quietly, “And growing stronger.”
“Not strong enough to reach the casket, Imperator, and still it seems content to leave us in peace.”
“Perhaps only until it is strong enough to destroy us all, and take the box.”
“Yes,” Gawain agreed. “There is that possibility, too.”
“And at least four hours until daybreak,” Allazar sighed.
Gawain nodded, and then shrugged. “We knew a longer night at the Battle of Far-gor, and lived through the next day.”
“We knew a longer night at The Chattering Magpie and had headaches the next day,” Jerryn sighed.
“Speak fer yerself,” Ognorm chuckled, “There was naught wrong with my noggin the next day.”
“How you Eastlanders ever hold a threken border is beyond me,” Berek mumbled.
“Mithal,” Reesen whispered urgently, and in an instant, all trace of humour evaporated. “Lights, far, move slow. One mile and one half.”
“Ahh kak,” Ognorm whispered in disgust. “Bet they ain’t arborists neither.”
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49. Stealing a March
 
“Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed. “I knew the bastards were up to something.”
Reesen whispered a stream of elvish.
“They appear to have stopped,” Allazar translated, “Near the extent of his range. They are not moving.”
“Resting for a dawn assault,” Berek announced, eyes still fixed upon the shadow.
“They slept in the day, that’s why they were beyond Reesen’s range until now,” Gawain sighed, disgusted with himself, “They know our course, and with nothing more than the faintest starlight could follow our trail easily enough in the dark. Are they camped on our trail now?”
“Yes,” Allazar translated again, “In a loose group, though exact numbers are still indistinct. More than twenty.”
“Thank you. Berek, how will they attack?”
“Cautiously, and without good order. They are not disciplined soldiers of the Empire, Raheen. What tactics they might possess will rely on strength of numbers and the power of the ironmask in their midst.”
Gawain eyed the casket, chained to the bough of the tree, Morgmetal brightly lit by the lamps tied to the chains which bound the lid. Beneath it, the shadow-creature, and beyond it, a dark wizard and his force of mercenaries.
“Will they wait for dawn or advance before daybreak?”
“I cannot say, Raheen. If it were me, I’d advance before dawn and strike while my enemy was rising and still dull with sleep.”
“If it were me I would attack in the night,” Gawain whispered, staring at the casket.
“Two lights move,” Reesen announced.
“Scouts, to gauge how far we are from their line,” Berek opined, “Probably took that long for the darkweasel to persuade two of his penny-blades to serve as such. Especially after what happened to the last pair.”
“Agreed. Reesen, two?”
“Isst, miThal. Two. Move slow.”
Gawain glanced at the elf, then back at the casket. “Reesen move quick,” and then he eased back from the front line, and through Allazar, gave his instructions.
The Ranger smiled a cruel smile, then tapped the emblem on the left breast of his tunic. “Vex, miThal!” And with that, loped away silently to the east.
“Where’s he going, melord, if’n you don’t mind me asking?”
“East, a few hundred yards, well clear of the shadow. Then he’ll loop around to the south and back west, to take care of those two scouts. He’ll come back the same way, so take care before shooting at anything approaching from the east.”
Berek was impressed. “I didn’t know elves could see in the dark.”
“This is their land,” Gawain smiled, “And there’s a great deal about them we don’t know, too.”
“An’ ‘ere was me thinking you might’ve sent me mate off to fetch some sneaky reinforcements back there a-ways, melord.”
“Alas, Ognorm, our sneaky reinforcements are waiting with the horses on the plains. We’re it.”
“I do have another question, melord, though I’m a bit concerned about the asking of it.”
“Ask.”
“Well, melord… If that lot after us are going to attack at dawn, and that black blob don’t leave ‘til dawn, how’re we going to get the Orb down and leg it before they get to us?”
“I have a childishly simple plan.”
“That’s all right then,” Ognorm sighed with obvious relief, “As long as it don’t involve me having to climb yonder tree.”
“Well, there is the rope that Reesen left dangling,” Jerryn announced cheerfully.
“Nads,” the dwarf muttered, “Rope’s just a thin tree. Dwarves don’t do trees. Show me a dwarf arborist, an’ I’ll show you an arborist pretending to be a dwarf.”
“The beast is stretching again,” Loryan hissed. “And it is taller still than before.”
“It’s strength and size are growing as it feeds,” Allazar confirmed, “It must have been a great deal bigger and stronger before the dark wizard closed the casket and thus greatly diminished the range and power of the Orb’s emanations.”
The creature sank back, though it had stretched almost twelve feet in its attempt to gain the casket.
“It’s becoming used to the light from the two lamps too, or so it seems,” Jerryn sounded concerned.
“Possibly, Major,” Allazar frowned. “Though the light from the lamps is quite dim on the ground below the bough.”
Prester spat, and took another bite from a Gorian meal-bar. “The light from the fire aboard the barge didn’t help Iyan, and was about as bright.”
“True,” Allazar conceded, which prompted a round of glances at the lamps they held, their only illumination and their first line of defence.
“Do you think it can actually see us, from all the way over there?” Prester complained.
“Yes, just as we can see the lamplight and the casket, and the creature itself.”
“It doesn’t matter either way,” Gawain announced. “As long as the bloody thing stays there, beneath the Orb, until I decide to move it. And that won’t happen until after Reesen returns.”
Silence, then, all eyes on the shadow, and all thoughts turned to the Ranger stalking the enemy, alone in the dark. There wasn’t one of them didn’t wish to be out there hunting with Reesen…
 
A cluck of a tongue from the east a little over an hour later alerted the group of shadow-watchers to Reesen’s return, and there were more than a few audible sighs of relief when the elf, blood-spattered and smiling grimly, rejoined them. Allazar translated the hurried elvish report.
“There are twenty-four of the enemy including a dark wizard, and most are sleeping on the ground. The two scouts were despatched silently, and… a mess made as a warning to others. The enemy have not moved, and remain arranged in a slight arc, facing in our direction.”
“Mitak, mifrith,” Gawain whispered. “Rest.”
“MiThal,” Reesen saluted, and went to sit behind the tree, bow resting across his lap.
Gusts of wind and the rattling of branches drew Gawain’s attention to the heavens, where the absence of stars spoke of heavy cloud. Rain would doubtless hamper their progress in the morning.
 
Twice more in the night the shadow stretched for the casket and twice more it failed, though on its final attempt it managed to squeeze itself into a column an impressive eighteen feet in height before collapsing back into its more usual rippling mass. Each time, it circled the pool of light before settling to feed once more. Men, meanwhile, took it in turns to doze, becoming so accustomed to the shadow’s presence that sleep was almost, but not quite, possible.
Finally, perhaps a half an hour before dawn, the creature appeared to become restless, stretching itself a little taller as if milking the last of the Orb’s emanations but refraining from using energy to reach for the casket itself.
“I believe it knows that daybreak is approaching,” Allazar whispered.
“Then it’s time to prepare to leave. Those who want to take their socks with them best collect them now.”
“I’ll gather them all, Serre,” Loryan declared, “We’ll dole ‘em out later on the move.”
“Thank you, Loryan. Packs on, quietly, keeps the lamps lit in the front row.”
“Torches, my lord?”
“We can carry them on our way out. I don’t want to leave anything useful for the enemy.”
Quickly, and as quietly as possible, they readied themselves, and waited for Gawain to announce his plan. The Orb still sat in the gloom upon its bough, the shadow still below. And Reesen announced what they’d all been expecting: the enemy were likewise rising, and gathering to advance.
Gawain took a deep breath, and eyed them all. “Allazar, please translate for Reesen. The plan is simple… Prester, you’ll prepare to light the bonfire. The wizard will advance a little and move slightly to the north, some ten yards. Then he’ll launch the mightiest candle he possibly can at the shadow. When he does, Prester will light the fire. All eyes must be averted from the wizard’s light when it bursts.”
Gawain paused while Allazar finished translating, looking increasingly alarmed as he did so.
“The shadow will flee the light back towards the west, hopefully passing through the middle of the bastards advancing towards us and inflicting casualties as it goes. Reesen will climb the rope, release the Orb, and lower it to the ground, where Ognorm will shoulder the load. Then we run for the east, and sunrise. Reesen will take rearguard, the better to keep an eye on the enemy pursuing us. Anyone in doubt?”
No-one spoke.
“When we commence our run, Allazar, it might be an idea to loose another candle, to prevent or delay the shadow’s return. I am hoping it’s close enough to daybreak for it to seek shelter rather than return to pursue us.”
“Creature’s looking more restless, Serre,” Loryan announced.
“Then if there are no questions…”
“If Reesen’s taking rearguard to keep watch on the enemy, I’ll take point, my lord.”
“Thank you, Jerryn. The rest of us will circle Ognorm as before.”
Gawain waited long enough for any doubts or concerns to be expressed, and noted the firm resolve in the set of their features.
“Lamps shut, save for Prester’s need.”
The Gorian praetorian took a small bottle of something from inside his cloak, drew the cork with his teeth and spat it out, took a swig, and then poured the rest over the wood and rag kindling of the bonfire he’d insisted on building ‘just in case’, and then knelt, boot knife and firestone in hand.
“Allazar, if you please.”
The wizard took a deep breath, and nodded, and wide-eyed in the gloom, eased his way a little to the northwest, placing the shadow-creature between himself and the enemy as best as he could judge.
“Ready, Reesen, Ognorm.”
“Arr.”
Gawain twisted the shutters of his lamp open and closed, and with spines tingling they turned their back on the casket tree and the shadow lurking beneath it. Almost at once the world seemed to burst around them, an immense flash lighting the forest, darkwood trees bleached of all detail and standing in stark contrast to the heavy pre-dawn sky.
Prester smacked the firestone on his blade, there was a whump! and flames began licking at the torn Gorian canvas kindling, twigs and mosses and drier leaf litter taking fire, and as the light from Allazar’s immense candle began to fade, they turned, Reesen and Ognorm sprinting forward towards the casket tree. The wizard followed them, holding aloft his staff and lighting the way with a broad beam of Aemon’s Light.
The bonfire took hold, beginning to crackle, and from the far west came distant sounds of alarm, evoking grim smiles from those gathering near the foot of the rope while Reesen heaved himself expertly to the bough and the waiting casket.
“A candle, Allazar, just to be sure!” Gawain said, loud and clear, no need of whispering now.
Allazar pointed the staff slightly west and muttered a chant, and moments later, as Reesen lowered the casket on the rope with a rattling of chains and the clanking of the lamps tied to its side, a ball of brilliant white burst in the sky.
“They know we’re here now for certain,” Loryan grinned, though whether happily at the sound of a distant scream or whether it was the taut rictus of excitement, it couldn’t be said.
Reesen slid down the rope, the Orb casket was stuffed into Ognorm’s pack, and its loose chain muffled.
“The rope, Serre?” Prester asked.
“Leave it, there’s no time now to untie it. East, and run for the sunrise!”
And run they did, Allazar’s staff lighting the way, Reesen tossing frequent glances over his shoulder, the men circling Ognorm and the Orb, Jerryn ten yards or more further ahead. Past the blazing bonfire, its sparks crackling up into the gloom of a sky slowly fading from uniform darkness to a lumpy charcoal-grey.
“How many d’ye think the shadow took of ‘em?” Loryan called to Reesen, and jerked his head over his shoulder.
“Lights stop, not move,” Reesen replied, not understanding the question.
“Not enough o’ the ‘spitsuckers, then,” Ognorm announced, and on they ran.
Twenty minutes later, Allazar extinguished his Light of Aemon, and though it was still gloomy in the forest and the sky thick with cloud and iron-grey, there was, they judged, more than enough light to consign the shadow to its lair. The only threat now came from the dark wizard and his men in west, and they, according to Reesen, were fading beyond the extent of his Sight. The Orbquest had stolen a march on the enemy.
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50. A Bottle of Comfort
 
They’d settled into a loping pace once the world brightened around them, and though the day looked likely to be a damp and cheerless one, the relief at leaving the threat of the shadow well to the rear was almost palpable. The realisation of their narrow escape from both a mouldering death and a dawn battle evinced smiles from all of them.
After almost an hour of that steady pace, Gawain was contemplating easing to a walk for rest and drinks when Jerryn, in the vanguard, gave a sudden shriek of pain, and went down in a heap, writhing.
“Nai murthen! Stent thool! Nai murthen!” Reesen shouted.
“Don’t move!” Allazar screamed in translation, “Stand still!”
Everyone froze, heads swivelling, hands reaching for weapons, eyes desperately seeking the enemy which had brought the Jurian Major down. But Reesen’s face was twisted with anguish, and he slipped off his pack, careless of where it fell, and to Gawain’s astonishment, dropped his bow with it, and hurried to the stricken Jurian.
Something was wrong with the Major’s foot, they could see that as soon as Reesen lifted him clear of the ground and carried him back to the group, laying him gently on the ground. The elf was almost in tears, and the Major certainly was, eyes screwed shut against the pain.
“Mifrith! Mifrith! Eem siennes! Eem siennes!” Reesen whispered.
Jerryn’s face was contorted with agony, teeth clenched, and as they gathered around him, horrified, they saw the reason for his pain.
A black, barbed spike had burst through his left foot and the instep of his boot, and it seemed to be pulsing, growing larger. And at the sole, a puffy black ball with stringy roots was pulsing, and slowly shrinking. Then, with a gruesome ripping sound, the spike seemed to burst open, like a vile flower blossoming, tearing their comrade’s foot asunder. Jerryn threw his head back and screamed, and then lapsed into unconsciousness.
“By the threken Spire!” Prester gasped, horrified, kneeling to help Reesen support the crippled Jurian. “By the threken Spire!”
Allazar’s hand trembled as he reached for the shattered and torn foot. “A Spikebulb of the Tansee… the Graken-rider has seeded the ground before us with Spikebulbs of Tansee… there is nothing I can do…”
“We must stem the bleeding!” Gawain announced, “And relieve his pain as best we can!”
“MiThal… Eem siennes…” Reesen apologised again, utterly aghast.
“It’s not your fault, Reesen,” Gawain insisted. “It’s not your fault. Can you see them? Reesen! Can you see them?”
The elf wiped his eyes, and Ognorm knelt to take his place at Jerryn’s side.
Reesen staggered back a pace and then turned his Sight to the east.
“Isst, miThal…” and he pointed, his finger sweeping a broad arc from north to south. “Mille enam…”
“Thousands of them,” Allazar translated, cutting away the remains of Jerryn’s boot and exposing the full extent of the terrible damage inflicted by the dark wizard-made plant. “The spores of the Spikebulb of Tansee were scattered from the Graken’s back. They grow quickly, the bulbs lurking just beneath the surface of the soil waiting for an unwary foot or hoof. When stepped upon, the bulb looses a dart hardened with aquamire, upwards, with great force. Once the spike is embedded, the bulb begins to contract, and if not cut off rapidly, it shrinks as we saw, and the spike bursts apart.”
“Will he live?” Gawain gasped, horror and anger both rising.
“Yes, with a healer’s care… but Longsword, I am no healer…”
“Threken bastards!” Prester hissed. “Threken bastards! This is no way for brave men to go!”
“How can they be destroyed?”
“With white fire of course, and by burning. But there is nothing here that would burn such a swath of ground as has been seeded. I could try to burn a clear path through for us, but it would also avail the enemy in their pursuit.”
“Do what you can, Allazar, to make our friend comfortable.”
“Of course.”
“Reesen.”
The elf turned to Gawain, eyes wide and blinking with shock and grief, and shoulders slumped with profound failure.
“Allazar, translate for me as you work. Reesen, this is not your doing, and not your fault. It was I who ordered you to rearguard, I who commanded that you keep watch to the west for the enemy behind us. This is not your failing. Understand?”
The elf nodded, but clearly took no comfort from Gawain’s assertion.
“Can you see the bulbs, can you see their darkness below the ground?”
Again, when Allazar had finished, Reesen nodded.
“Can you find a way through to the other side?”
The elf shrugged, and muttered a response.
“He said he would try.”
“Good.”
Reesen walked forward to the unseen edge of the ground seeded with the foul plant traps, and while he studied the area and the trees all about them, Gawain moved away from the small crowd gathered around Jerryn. He stood stock still, silently watching the wizard doing his best to bind the awful wound and stem the flow of blood.
Berek joined him, massive arms folded. To his credit, the Imperator held his tongue, though both men knew the inevitable consequence of Jerryn’s crippling injury.
“I should have seen it,” Gawain whispered. “And would have, but for the distraction of the shadow-creature.”
“But for the shadow-creature, Raheen, we could have sent the Orb east and a handful of us hunted those Simanian scum to extinction in the night.”
“Yes. But even so, I should have understood what they were doing. First the Graken-rider, and then the Simanian force, holding back while they made ready to drive us into the trap.”
“In the Empire, officers are taught to regard the men in their command as expendable, to be used as a means to an end. The men are taught to expect neither kindness nor consideration.”
Gawain sighed. “This is not the Empire…”
“I know. I mention it only because at times such as this, the philosophy is intended to ease a commander’s mind. Though, it never does. I chose my men for this mission. I named them. And I have lost almost all of them. You chose your men, too. You named them, and now…”
Gawain drew in a breath, staring towards the west and the enemy doubtless gathering to advance once again. “Tell me, Berek. You are older than I. Do you ever forget the names?”
“When you do, Raheen, then it is time to bid a fond farewell to what few remaining friends you may have, take up a stout stick, and make the long, last walk into the mountains, there to watch the sun set alone, and go with it.”
Jerryn woke almost at the same moment Allazar finished bandaging his shattered foot. Jurian brandy quickly followed, and Gawain knelt beside his old friend.
“I have Eeelan t’oth, Jerryn, a powerful elven medicine…”
“No, no my lord, no, I have heard of its power, don’t rob me of my senses! I know what this means… leave me, my lord, leave me with my ‘bow and some water, and some brandy. I’ll take a few of the bastards off your tail and slow them some.”
Reesen rejoined them, and spoke hurriedly.
“He can lead us through the field of bulbs between the trees, Longsword.”
“Take two at a time,” Gawain commanded, “Single file.”
Allazar translated, and Reesen spoke again, his voice filled once more with anguish.
“Reesen would have you know that he is sorry, Jerryn,” Allazar whispered, his voice rich with sorrow, “He blames himself for looking to the rear instead of ensuring the path before you was clear, and would have your forgiveness.”
Jerryn reached out a hand, and Reesen took it, kneeling once more beside his stricken friend. “Ot soup good,” Jerryn did his best to smile, “Reesen good.”
“Eem siennes, mifrith…” Reesen managed.
“Go,” Jerryn smiled, “Go now.”
The Major squeezed the elf’s hand, and pushed him away. “Go do your duty, Reesen.”
While Reesen led Loryan and Berek on a tortuous route through the field of hidden Spikebulbs, Jerryn struggled to shrug off his pack. Gawain and Ognorm helped him, and then the dwarf knelt on one knee, bracing his friend so he could sit upright.
“Take my pack, my lord. It has food and brandy, some spare clothing that might be useful. Take my lamp, too. Just leave me with my crossbow and bolts, I have my own bottle of comfort to keep me warm while I wait.”
“We’ll carry you to the other side of the field, my friend. You can enjoy the sight of those evil bastards suffering as you yourself have before you riddle them with Jurian steel.”
Jerryn grinned. “Ah my lord, that’s cunning! I would not have thought of something so obvious, and so devious.”
“I’ll carry you, mate, not we. If there’s any lifting and shifting to be done…”
“You have the Orb…”
“Orb don’t weight bugger-all. Neither do you, and here comes Reesen, so begging yer pardon melord, it’ll be me and me mate goes across next.”
Gawain could only nod, and watch with pride and immense sorrow as Ognorm lifted the stricken Major from the ground as gently as a parent lifting a child, and when the elf began leading the way through the bulb-field, let out a shuddering breath.
“I’ll take the Major’s pack, Serre,” Prester announced, “We can sort it out on the other side.”
Gawain nodded, and Prester took up the pack, and discreetly stepped away from the king and his wizard.
“The demGoth, if demGoth it be, will simply burn a path through the field as soon as they become aware of it,” Allazar sighed.
“Perhaps Jerryn will shoot the black-eyed filth before such a path can be made.”
“Perhaps.”
“We are close, Allazar. So vakin close! One more night in this miserable forest, and the next evening will see us on the plains of Jerryn’s homeland. I have killed him with my dullard stupidity. I have killed my friend of old.”
“You could not have foreseen this, Longsword. Do not torture yourself thus. Jerryn was proud and honoured to join our quest, and knew all too well the risks. He had his own reasons for this adventure, as you well know.”
“At Harks Hearth I told you I should read your book, and you agreed I should acquaint myself with the creatures we’re likely to face. I didn’t. Vakin Dwarfspit, Allazar, I squandered the time I could have used wisely. If I’d known of such things as these vakin Spikebulbs I could have foreseen and avoided this catastrophe!”
“Then the fault, if any, is mine, for not recognising the possibility even though I know all the book’s contents…”
“You don’t command here, Allazar, and as you so often remind me, you have no military strategy. I do, and have. I tell you this, wizard. No, I command it. When we are clear of this ‘spitsucking forest and running for Porthmorl, you will ensure I read the book. And if I refuse or offer some feeble excuse, you know whose name to whisper to remind me of this command.”
Reesen strode towards them, stooping to retrieve his pack and the bow he’d discarded in shame, and with eyes filled with sorrow and the rising anger he felt for all things dark wizard-made, led them along the winding way back through the field to the safe ground beyond it.
There, Jerryn was made comfortable behind the gnarled and exposed roots of a mighty darkwood, in a position affording him a good field of view to the west. He sat with his back to the trunk, facing east, and facing his comrades gathered around him. There was nothing anyone could say, all of them knowing the inevitable consequences of such a devastating injury. Carrying the stricken man would only prolong the agony of a wound inexpertly treated, and would exhaust the men doing the carrying, and slow them down. But for the Orb, of course, it would be different. But for the Orb, and the strength of the enemy, which even now Reesen’s Sight declared to be a mile away, regrouped and drawing nearer, and but for the shadow-creature, which would doubtless appear once more as soon as the sun set.
One by one, each of member of Orbquest knelt to clasp Jerryn’s arm, give a firm nod, and then turn hastily away before tears could rob either man of dignity.
“Get a few o’ the thrukken bastards for me, Jerryn, me old mate, get a few fer me, eh?”
“I’ll do my best, Ognorm. Get the Orb to the sea, and take this, here take this…” Jerryn reached in to a pocket and drew out the ordinary pebble he’d fished from the stream. “Take this, my friend, and when you throw the Orb into the sea, cast this in with it, too, so I can be there with you all at the end!”
“I will, mate, I will, by the Hall of the Fathers on Crownmount, I swear it!” Ognorm clenched the pebble in his fist, and wiped his eyes, and stood to walk away and stand by the others.
Gawain was the last to kneel and take Jerryn’s arm.
“I’m sorry my lord, for delaying you all and causing this grief.”
“I’m sorry too, my friend… is there any word you would have me take home?”
“No! No my lord, no word, no stories or tales... I died with my king, my lord, I died that day with my king, in Juria. Just remember, I beg you, my request at Harks Hearth... Do not let my name be carved upon that dread wall in the Guards’ Hall, I beg you!”
“My word on it, my friend, my word on it…”
“Go my lord, I know my duty and I would do it. Nothing matters… nothing matters but the Orb’s destruction, nothing and no-one, don’t let me delay it any longer.”
Gawain nodded. “Honour to you, Jerryn of Juria, my friend of old. May we both vex Morloch one last time.”
“Honour to you, friend Gawain, King of Raheen, and speed your journey.”
Gawain stood then, tears welling, and slammed his hand to the faded emblem on his breast in salute, before finally turning away.
Prester stepped forward. “By your leave Imperator, Serre, I would remain with this friend for as long as I can, and aid his final battle. My bow will be of some use, and I can catch up later.”
Berek glanced at Gawain and gave a slight nod.
“Thank you, Praetorian,” Gawain announced, softly. “But see that you leave when Major Jerryn commands it. Your bow may well be of use to your Imperator again on your journey home.”
Prester saluted, and then with Reesen in the van once more, the Orbquest, sniffing and with teeth clenched, and with their vision slightly blurred, began again their run to the east, leaving two of their number preparing weapons and making themselves ready for battle.
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51. An Optimistic Outcome
 
They ran hard, driven by grief and anger, sorrow and grim resolve, and then, some twenty minutes later, they ran with a fierce rage, the sounds of distant fighting urging them on in the one direction none of them wished they were taking, away from the battle. When they paused briefly at a stream to refill water skins and canteens, Reesen announced he could see no lights to the west, but that, they agreed, likely only meant that the bulb-field, together with Jerryn and Prester, had slowed the enemy enough to put them beyond Reesen’s range.
They ran hard for another two hours before Gawain called them to a slow walk, and then it began to rain. Hard rain, unimpeded by the canopy, though here and there buds could be seen on branch and twig preparing for spring. They ate without appetite, expressions fixed, each alone with their thoughts though the group marched steadily in close formation around Ognorm.
Gawain remembered Jerryn’s honour at Juria the night he and Allazar unearthed the reason for Willam’s illness, high in the Ramoth tower. Remembered the grim smile of gratitude and satisfaction on the officer’s face when told that the Ramoth Emissary had been left alive within the chamber atop the foul structure. And the satisfaction with which flaming barrels of oil were kicked over, and the conflagration begun…
He remembered too, all the times the tall and capable officer had served with honour and courage; the tales told by Allazar of Jerryn and Fenner laying waste to the eastern Ramoth towers while Gawain and Martan crawled beneath the Teeth. Remembered the Jurian selflessly leading a quiet rebellion against the vile cult sent by Morloch to cow the southlands before the intended final assault from the north. Doubtless, too, Jerryn had served Hellin with honour, organising the defences of Juria while all others were at Far-gor.
Now, Jerryn was doubtless dead, and doubtless had fought with honour and courage to his last breath, to preserve all lands from the Orb of Arristanas, while the Sword of Justice had remained sheathed over Gawain’s shoulder, and the King of Raheen had run for the plains.
Gawain felt the cold rage growing, an old and familiar friend. But for the Orb, and but for the shadow-creature, the black-eyed iron-masked minion of Morloch behind them would’ve been cleaved in two in the dark of night and the wreckage of his body left steaming in the dead surrounds of Calhaneth. Well. The famed Raheen blade might yet taste the foul and reeking innards of the demGoth before the plains were made. Prester would be able to describe the enemy’s true strength when he rejoined the quest, if the praetorian hadn’t died alongside the wounded Eastlander he’d chosen to stand beside during those final moments.
“One light, come fast,” Reesen announced softly, and nodded towards the west.
“Prester?” Loryan asked, but the elf simply shrugged by way of reply.
“We’ll walk slowly until he catches up,” Gawain decided, “Unless Reesen sees a horde behind that one light. Whoever it is, he’ll be a lot more tired than we are when he finally arrives.”
Some twenty minutes later they heard the footfalls, and turned, and waited with weapons ready. But it was indeed Prester who was loping towards them, sweat-soaked and rain drenched, his cloak still rolled and tied under his backpack. He slowed to a walk, breathing hard, and bent at the waist, hands on his knees, then took the canteen of water Loryan held out for him with a grateful nod.
When he’d drunk his fill and his breath slowed a little, he nodded an acknowledgement to Gawain and Berek, and handed the canteen back to Loryan.
“There’s at least ten less than there were, Serre, and we reckoned on about twenty-two to start with. Ironmask and four regulars, rest are penny-blades. Jerryn and me nailed three of ‘em just before they got to the trap-field, turned ‘em back into cover behind the trees. Those three were regulars, shielding the darkweasel. Before we could nail that bastard though, a threken penny-blade got between Jerryn’s bolt and the target.
“Kept them pinned for a few minutes, then the ironmask must’ve ordered a head-on attack after that, because after a few minutes more, four of ‘em came charging towards us. We let ‘em run into the traps. Three went down, spiked, the fourth turned back and Jerryn shot ‘im off his feet.
“We kept them tucked up behind the trees for a while, and by the Spire, the Major could shoot that crossbow of his! He got two more when they tried to shoot back at us. Then the ironmask started lofting those black fireballs our way, into the trap-field, showering us with dirt. Some of them Spikebulb things even landed near the tree where we were in cover, blew them clean out of the ground.”
Prester sighed, and paused, and shook his head, sadly, but when he spoke again it was with undisguised admiration.
“Major told me to leave, then. The fireballs were cutting big holes in the trap-field and getting closer, enemy preparing for a charge down the path the ironmask cut. Saw that darkweasel bastard make some kind of black shield around the stick he was carrying, deflected my arrow, then he launched two more fireballs at us. Jerryn got a penny-blade standing close to the ironmask, then ordered me in no uncertain terms to leave. Told me to say one word if I made it back. Vex.
“Last I saw, over my shoulder, he was still shooting. Don’t know if he hit anything, probably did with his marksmanship, then there was a big concussion, couple of those fireballs. Didn’t see any more of him after that, and it went quiet.”
Allazar was mumbling, quietly, and Gawain realised he was translating for Reesen’s sake. For his part, the elf stared silently away through the trees to the west.
“Were you pursued?” Gawain asked.
“Not close enough for me to be aware of, Serre.”
“Reesen, any sign?”
“Nai, miThal.”
Berek looked thoughtful. “The ironmask has just the one Simanian regular to serve as bodyguard and enforce his will. Perhaps ten mercenaries, maybe a few less, who won’t be particularly keen to run blindly through the forest knowing there might be other trap-fields laying in wait. Major Jerryn has slowed them down, and bought us some valuable time.”
Gawain nodded. “With help from a friend. We’ll keep walking, briskly though, until Prester has rested from his flight to catch us up. Thank you, Prester, for standing with Jerryn. You did what all of us wished we could have done, and would have, but for that accursed Orb.”
The Praetorian nodded, slightly surprised by the nods of solemn agreement and gratitude in the eyes of Gorian and Eastlander alike, and then they set off, stepping out briskly. Reesen took to the right flank, where he could cast his gaze ahead for more traps, and to the rear, for signs of enemy pursuit, unimpeded by the lights of his comrades on the quest.
 
It was mid-afternoon when they took their next rest-break, the ground becoming softer in places, springs and streams proliferating and swollen by the day’s rain. The weather had eased, though, skies slowly clearing, great holes in the cloud cover admitting welcome if weakly sunshine, and the wind dropped. Reesen had reported seeing scouts at the extent of his range to the west, and according to Berek, it was likely two or three recalcitrant mercenaries pressed forward by threats of pain or worse. Gawain received the news with a grim smile.
“Then let’s hope those scouts know fear with every step they take. I’ve had enough of running, and want them utterly useless when they encounter us.”
“Longsword?” Allazar looked distinctly alarmed.
“We’ll move forward until we find some firmer ground, and there we’ll prepare. We have three hours of daylight, or thereabouts, and much needs to be done.”
“”The Orb…” Allazar began, but Gawain was abrupt.
“Is my primary concern. But I’m tired of running, and the best way to deny the Orb to the enemy is to destroy the enemy, and that is what I mean to do. East, then, until we find firm ground on which to prepare for battle.”
Twenty minutes later they found that firmer ground, atop a slight incline. Five hundred yards further on Gawain called a halt and described precisely what he required of them.
“The Orb casket must be secured on the limb of that tree, just as it was last night. Without the rope to aid us, it won’t be so easy to get it up there, or to get it down again later. While Reesen and Ognorm are doing that, I want three bonfires prepared, one either side of the tree, and one behind it. Then I want an arc of torches slightly to the north of the bonfire. The shadow-creature will be weakened after so long away from the Orb and after travelling so far from its lair to get here. I don’t propose to feed that bastard any more, either. Reesen, lights?”
“Three, west, slow, one mile, miThal.”
“Thank you. Prester, you’re with me. We’re going hunting. Leave your pack here with mine.”
“Serre.”
“MiThal…”
“Nai, Reesen. You and Ognorm get that casket up there. Berek, if you wouldn’t mind organising the rest? I believe you understand what I need.”
“I believe I do, Raheen. It’ll be done.”
“Don’t light the fires or torches. We’ll do that in darkness. Allazar, keep the Stick handy. Prester and I will be back in less than an hour.”
And with that, Gawain and the praetorian dumped their packs, turned, and loped back the way they came, leaving a fretful wizard standing wide-eyed watching them go, while the rest hurried about their business.
 
Twenty minutes later Gawain and Prester watched the three mercenary scouts creeping through the trees, and it certainly appeared as though Gawain’s hope that they knew fear with every step had come to pass; all were ashen-faced, and one even had a length of windfall bough with which he prodded the forest floor ahead of him as they went.
The one with the bough feeling his way was the last to die; his hands were full and so represented the least threat when Gawain and Prester simply stepped out of cover and shot the other two, arrows hitting their marks. Gawain sprinted forward, drawing the longsword as he went, and with a single mighty swing, cut the third man almost in two from shoulder to hip.
The butchery that followed was crude and hasty, nothing more sophisticated than hacking with longsword and shortsword, enough to make a mess which Gawain hoped might delay the enemy’s advance a little longer, perhaps even until nightfall. Night was the shadow-creature’s domain, but it was also Reesen’s, and if the remainder of the Simanian force chose a night attack, it would likely be the elf who ended them all before the rest of the Orbquest so much as saw them.
There was neither sight nor sound of the remainder of the enemy to the west, and though it was tempting to continue in that direction and ambush the main force, Gawain allowed caution and the need for the Orb’s protection to override his desire to avenge Jerryn’s death.
 
At the casket tree, Berek seemed to have everything in hand and had grasped Gawain’s intent with military precision. Bonfires were being constructed, though the wood was wet from the day’s rain and would doubtless smoke. The casket was securely chained to a limb about twenty feet above the ground, and while Reesen and Allazar both stared at Gawain in reproach, Ognorm, carrying a bundle of wood, looked distinctly smug.
“Lights, Reesen?”
The elf snapped his gaze to the west, and shook his head. “Nai, no lights.”
“Mitak. Ognorm, what are you looking so pleased about?”
“Ah well, only came up with a blinder of an idea, dint I? Made a rope out of belts an’ a pair of trousers. Dint ‘ave to climb the tree or anything, just sent good old Reesen up there, then chucked him the rope! Make a good arborist, Reesen would, I reckon, given enough practice. You have any trouble, melord?”
“No. Three less of the enemy to worry about. That leaves nine at most, with a dark wizard in their number.”
“And they ain’t so tough if you get ‘em quick enough, melord. In a fair fight, we can take ‘em. It’s the shadow-thing I don’t much fancy.”
“Agreed. Let’s try to make sure these fires will take when we want them to. Tear up the Major’s spare clothing for kindling, and pass out the bottles of brandy to be used for igniting the fires.
“Allazar, should the shadow-creature arrive it can only approach the tree from the front, the west, once the fires are burning. I’ll want you to harry it with light too, from our position behind the torches and our lamps, there at the northern side.”
“Is this wise, Longsword?”
“Wise or not, night will fall and the shadow will come. The enemy too will not relinquish the Orb without a fight. This time tomorrow we should be on the plains or near enough. We just have to survive this night, and I mean to do that rather more manfully than we have of late. Tell Reesen to look up as well as around. There’s still a Graken-rider at large and by now he may well have received word that his spike-traps failed.”
“Fires will certainly guide such a creature directly to us,” the wizard complained. “We might then have three enemies to contend with, from the air as well as on foot from the west.”
“And if the imbeciles from Simatheum continue following our trail after discovering their scouts, one of those enemies may well do us a favour and cut a mouldering swath through the other on its way here.”
“Good point,” Berek muttered, eyebrows arched in surprise, and then loped away to fetch more wood, leaving Gawain and the wizard alone while he and others continued preparations.
“If the Graken should attack after nightfall, Longsword, I doubt I can bring white fire to bear upon it. I do not possess the Sight of the Eldenelves.”
“I know you’re concerned, Allazar. So am I. But understand, the enemy have no idea that you are with us. The demGoth destroyed by Berek and his men at the docks of Calhaneth would have called for reinforcements long before we appeared on the scene. Remember, when we arrived at the docks the iron-masked bastard had been floating face down in the mooring-pond all night. They still likely believe they are pursuing a handful of the Pellarn Resistance.”
Allazar blinked, a little astonished. “I hadn’t considered that,” he admitted.
“That’s just one of the many reasons I’m a king and you’re a sweaty whitebeard trying hard not to look exhausted.”
“Ah.”
“You were right, Allazar, we’re all pushing hard at the limits of endurance. And that’s another reason for making a stand here, while we’ve still strength for fighting. My hope is that the shadow-creature will hit one or two of the enemy on its way here, and if we’re lucky, one will be the vakin darkweasel. If we’re even luckier, the mercenaries will then flee, leaving us in peace to feed the fires and starve the shadow.”
“That,” Allazar whispered, “Is placing a lot of faith in luck.”
“I know. But with Reesen’s Sight at our disposal, if they attack after dark he can pick them off as he did the Graken-rider in the hills northeast of Harks Hearth. And then there’s you and the stick. We have two secret weapons on our side, and as my old mentor would have said, that should give us sufficient superiority for an optimistic outcome. If any do get through, there’s Nadcracker and three praetorians before I need to get my hands any dirtier than they are already.”
“And the shadow-creature?”
“Candles, and the light of that deadbeard Aemon should take care of that. I hope.”
Gawain suddenly frowned at the wizard. “You don’t still have any beardwit objections when it comes to loosing fire upon the enemy, do you?”
“No,” Allazar firmly, “As the Meggen at Far-gor discovered to their cost. Since the loss of Master Imzenn and other friends at that battle in the north, I have elected to consider any ethical dilemmas only when I have the peace and quiet to give them the consideration they deserve. And I do not expect there to be sufficient peace and quiet while Morloch draws his foul breath.”
“Good answer.”
“Thank you,” Allazar smiled, though his eyes were tired. He sighed, and glanced around at the preparations, leaning on his staff. “The breezes are warmer, and more from the south.”
“Yes, the seasons are turning, spring has almost arrived. Let’s hope there’s no vakin fog tonight, or we’re all mould by midnight, fires or no fires.”
“And there was me enjoying the phrase ‘optimistic outcome.’”
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52. Remember Me?
 
“They’ll know from our trail that only seven of us remain,” Berek agreed, watching as Loryan and Prester shoved and twisted torches into the ground. “Whether that will give them enough courage to make a night attack, I cannot say. We’ve reduced their numbers considerably, too, and the penny-blades have nothing but fear of the ironmask at their back to drive them forward.”
“They’ll also know that we’re less than a day from the plains, and that will spur the dark wizard on.”
“True, unless that winglizard darkweasel dropped more of those Spikebulb things in our path.”
“If he didn’t,” Allazar grumbled, “He well might tonight.”
Gawain shrugged. “It’s not the possibility of Spikebulbs we should be concerned about, but fire raining down from above and arrows raining in from the west. Not to mention the shadow-creature. Seven against nine is a certainty, the shadow and Graken a probability, but Spikebulbs are only a possibility tomorrow after daybreak, assuming we live that long.”
“We need enough wood to keep the fires burning all night if needs be,” Berek called to Ognorm and the two praetorians. “D’you think that’s enough?”
The three men eyed the bonfires, the piles of wood near them, and shrugged before heading off into the trees to fetch more.
“Allazar,” Gawain asked quietly, eyeing Reesen, who stood some distance away, eyes fixed on the west. “If it were necessary, could you set light to one of these trees? With the stick, that is?”
The wizard and the Imperator blinked.
“I’m not entirely certain, Longsword. Setting fire to a living darkwood tree in the middle of forest is not something I’ve attempted before.”
“But if you hit one, with that lightning of yours, would it catch fire?”
“I honestly do not know. Most likely, the wood would be sundered by the strike, rather than set alight. Which tree has so greatly offended you, if’n you don’t mind my askin’?”
Gawain smiled grimly. “None of them. All of them. I was just wondering aloud. It’s probably too damp anyway.”
“I have known you for but a few days, Raheen, and even I know you weren’t merely wondering aloud.”
Gawain shrugged. “Well. It doesn’t matter. It simply occurred to me that with the wind swinging around behind us, sending a wall of fire towards the enemy and the city where probably lurks the shadow-creature might buy us more time than simple bonfires and torches.”
Allazar was aghast. “And that is why you spoke quietly, for fear that Reesen of elfkind would overhear! Deliberately to start a forest fire, Longsword! It beggars belief!”
Gawain shrugged again. “As I said. It’s probably too damp anyway. Besides, when we light the bonfires, the rising heat from them might be enough to ignite the branches overhead, and then nature will take its course. You’ll note that Imperator Berek doesn’t share your shock.”
Berek smiled, his eyes hard. “Imperator Berek would like nothing better than to see that box safely into the sea, and then to go home. If a few Eastland trees would guarantee that, I’d light them myself.”
Allazar was about to protest when Reesen swung around and glanced over his shoulder towards them. “Lights, slow, one mile, miThal.”
“Walking?”
“Isst, walk, slow, no run.”
“Well, if they keep up that pace, they’ll be here in about twenty minutes, and still a good half an hour after their arrival before sunset,” Allazar muttered.
“That’s assuming they keep up that pace,” Gawain agreed. “They’ll have reached the edge of the softer ground and will doubtless be wondering if it gets boggier further on, or firmer.”
“I wouldn’t expect them to deploy scouts, Raheen, not after the misfortune all others have suffered.”
“Good. Though it would probably be better if they rushed us now, before nightfall. That’d just leave the shadow-creature to deal with.”
“And the Graken-rider,” Allazar reminded them.
Gawain was about to reply, when to their astonishment, the concussion of a maroon sounded from the west.
The men gathered near Gawain, armfuls of wood hastily dumped on the piles.
“Are they mad?” Allazar whispered, “Surely they can’t mean to drive us onward?”
“I shouldn’t think so. It’s probably a signal, a ball of smoke above the trees to guide a Graken-rider. Allazar, stand ready in the clearing. You’ll have to loose your fire up through the branches. Remember, it doesn’t know you’re here. Reesen, eyes up! The rest of us should probably spread out and take cover. By all means take a shot at the beast and its rider should it appear.”
The wizard strode forward into the expanse of bare forest floor between the casket tree and its nearest neighbour, staff clutched in both hands, face set grim and eyes scanning the pale blue sky through the canopy of budding branches. Reesen stood to his right, scanning the west and the heavens, and Gawain and the rest of the men took positions behind the solid trunks of darkwood, preparing bows, bolts, and arrows.
“West, move fast,” Reesen announced, pointing low, and then spoke in elvish.
“The enemy are spreading out and coming towards us quickly,” Allazar called. “Reesen sees eight in all, and one of them is dark indeed.”
“No sign of the Graken?” Gawain called back from beside the casket tree.
“None.”
“Dwarfspit,” he mumbled, slipping his pack and loosening the sword in its scabbard. Then he strung an arrow, and surveyed their surroundings. The two greatest threats were the shadow and the Graken-rider, and the former would likely not appear until after sunset, though if the clear sky above them were any guide, starlight would be their ally this night.
The Graken-rider, though, would make a difficult target for both bolt and arrow. There were too many obstructions in the canopy above them to guarantee a hit. Only Allazar stood any real chance of inflicting damage upon the airborne enemy, and with such a limited field of fire at his disposal, the wizard would need to be swift and accurate indeed. Or at least swift, and his tree of lightning as immense as it was at Far-gor. Gawain eyed Allazar with sudden concern; at the farak gorin, the wizard hadn’t had to run through a forest for three days before loosing his power.
“A thousand yards,” Allazar announced softly. “Still no sign of the Graken.”
The enemy’s plan was obvious, Gawain thought, the foot soldiers intending to arrive immediately after a strafing run by the Graken rider. They would probably wait until they were almost within bowshot before launching another maroon to guide the airborne wizard to its target.
“Enough of this,” he whispered to himself, and hurried forward into the clearing, giving a low whistle to summon them all to him.
“We’re going out to meet them, before they can bring the Graken down upon us and while there’s light enough left to keep the shadow at bay. We’ll advance four hundred yards, take ambush positions, and take the fight to them!”
Grim smiles met this news, though the wizard remained merely grim.
“I know, Allazar,” Gawain forestalled his protest. “You must stay here with the casket. Should the Graken arrive early, you’ll have to deal with it alone.”
“Alone! And what of the dark wizard you’ll be facing head-on! What of his power?”
“I’ll tell you all about it when we return. Take a station behind the casket tree, and be prepared to light the fires should we not return by sunset.”
And with that, and before Allazar could forestall Gawain with any further protests, the men were running west, spreading out into line abreast, Reesen to Gawain’s right, and all of them, grinning broadly as they sprinted away from the Orb of Arristanas, and away from the wizard left guarding it.
“Madness…” Allazar sighed, stunned, “Utter madness…” and then realising that he was alone in the clearing, hastily glanced skyward, then hurried to his post behind the casket tree.
 
They slowed to a halt on firm ground near the top of the incline up which the enemy would have to climb after crossing the soft and muddy ground below. Reesen confirmed the enemy’s disposition, eight in all, in a ragged line abreast, the ‘vizarrn am Morloch’ at the centre. Gawain deployed his men accordingly, and they waited, catching their breath and making ready.
Gawain took deep breaths, trying to still himself so he could listen for the enemy’s approach. It helped to keep the elated grin from his face, too. He knew it was a risky venture, he knew he was putting himself and the others in harm’s way, and he knew that leaving Allazar as sole guardian of the Orb would earn him no thanks from the wizard later. But he was tired of running. All his life his many teachers had taught the same thing: you are Raheen, you run towards the danger, never away from it, unless your commander orders a tactical retreat.
Now, he was the commander. And the enemy’s miserable grasp of tactics had been more than evident at the Battle of Far-gor. Here, superiority was his, in spades. Thank you again, Captain Hass.
Noises. Stumbling, heavy-footed, the rattling of cheap weapons in loose scabbards. A distant voice, little more than sibilant hissing, probably an order to whoever had stumbled to be silent and to take more care. A quick glance at Reesen, the elf shaking his head; the enemy had yet to crest the rise.
Gawain smiled. The enemy were expecting a handful of Pellarnian Resistance fighters. The enemy were in for a surprise.
There was a chill in the air, evening advancing, the breezes backing northerly once again. Mist was beginning to rise from the warmer, damp ground, Gawain could see it gathering in the dark hollows formed between exposed roots on the eastern side of the tree he leaned against. Mist and fog, he thought idly, would not be welcome this last night in the forest, though if it clung low to the ground, it likely wouldn’t be of use to the shadow-creature.
Movement, Reesen giving a slight nod in his direction. The enemy were a hundred yards away, slowing, breathing heavily after labouring over the expanse of soft, wet ground. They slowed still further, heavy jogging footfalls easing to a slow walk, and then, when they were fifty yards from the line of Gawain’s ambush they came to a halt, drinking heavily and gasping between gulps from water skins.
“Make ready the signal,” a rasping voice commanded, “It is to be launched towards the enemy on my command.”
Reesen made a gesture with his hands. The eight-man enemy force had gathered together in a loose cluster. They were no longer spread out in line abreast.
“M…my lord!” another voice gasped. “The fuse… it is damp… it must have become wet when I fell!”
“Imbecile! Dolt! Threken Osmathenen mercenary imbecile! Agomak demGoth circles to the west awaiting the final marker! Dry it! Dry it now!”
Gawain lifted his arrow, glanced at Reesen, and nodded.
He swung out from around the tree, spotted the enemy clustered slightly to the south of west, and began sprinting towards them. “Vex!” he screamed, and hurled his arrow on the run, stringing the second he held ready in his left hand before the first struck a surprised mercenary in the arm.
Screams of pain, shouts of surprise, bolts and arrows flashing through the gloom and slamming into bodies and limbs. The enemy had been taken completely by surprise, hands filled with water skins and food rations instead of weapons, eyes fixed on the object of the dark wizard’s wrath, kneeling and holding up the mud-stained maroon for the demGoth’s inspection.
Only the wizard remained unscathed, firstly by sheer good fortune, Reesen’s arrow deflecting harmlessly off the side of the demGoth’s iron mask and raking a gouge in his bodyguard’s shoulder behind him, and then by dint of the black and smoky shield he promptly raised from his short staff, Gawain’s second arrow slamming into that and flaring into smoke and ashes.
“Vex!” Ognorm screamed, arrow-string trailing from his wrist as he transferred his mace from left hand to right, sprinting with the rest of them, charging across the fifty yards of ground now shrinking rapidly.
“Zana! Zana!” was the battle-cry on praetorian lips, crossbows once loosed promptly discarded and shortswords drawn on the run.
Gawain drew the longsword over his shoulder and ran straight for the dark wizard, who cast aside the Jardember he’d been holding and suddenly thrust the short staff forward to launch a brilliant, bright red candle high into the sky.
Another arrow streaked from Reesen’s bow, this time taking the bodyguard in the chest and knocking him off his feet. And then the mêlée began…
Gawain leapt over the slumped mercenary still clutching the damp maroon and brought his sword down in a mighty swinging arc at the demGoth’s masked head, but the wizard, his red candle launched, raised his shield once more, and Gawain felt a familiar shock when his ancient blade met that mystic barrier. He’d felt it before, many times, outside the Keep in Raheen, when he’d faced Salaman Goth.
But this was not Salaman Goth, this was an unknown demGoth, who had clearly never known a violent assault before. The dark wizard staggered back under the force of the blow, stunned, as Gawain smashed the blade down, again and again, driving the demGoth further back into the gloom and away from the throng.
“Vex!” Ognorm screamed again, and over the crackling of his sword against the dark wizard’s shield, Gawain heard a sickening thump, and felt something wet spray the back of his head and neck.
The sounds of battle behind him suddenly faded, the mêlée short-lived.
Again he smashed at the shield, the wizard holding the short staff with both hands now, and falling to one knee at the impact. Another hammer blow, the great blade of Raheen shimmering grey, a black, aquamire stain swimming deep in the steel, and then Gawain utterly surprised his foe, and swung the blade underarm, lofting it in an upward arc, catching the rim of the wizard’s mystic shield and lifting it, ripping the short staff from the demGoth’s astonished grasp.
The dark wizard knelt there, empty-handed, on one knee, left leg stretched behind him and arms braced for the downward blow he’d been expecting, but which did not arrive. Gawain saw the astonishment in the demGoth’s eyes through the holes in the iron mask, black and wide with terror, and on a black chain around the dark wizard’s neck, a crusted Eye of Morloch, open wide, gazing malevolently.
“Remember me, do you, bastard!” Gawain screamed, leaning forward to stare into the Eye, and before the demGoth could react, stepped back, and swung the blade again. The steel smashed upwards through the wizard’s left side, through the chest and through the Eye, bursting it asunder in a blaze of aquamire, and continued up through the right shoulder. Then Gawain brought it straight down, cleaving the iron mask and the head behind it in two, ripping down through the trunk to leave a carcass gaping wide and steaming.
Jolts of something rippled through the blade and through Gawain’s arms, and he cried out at the familiar thrill of it, his sword still crackling. Then he turned, and saw his five companions staring at him, all of them grinning wildly, and as one they lifted their weapons, and gave a cries of victory, and of relief.
The scene was grotesque, bathed as it was in the fading red light from the dead demGoth’s candle. Bodies and gore littered the ground, blood and gore stained the six triumphant warriors and their weapons, and everything around them was tinted with a reddish hue. Crossbows were retrieved, comrades checked for unseen wounds, backs slapped and beaming smiles exchanged. Then, as the red candle faded, a shadow swept across the sky above them, and branches and boughs high up exploded into matchwood, showering them with splinters.
“Graken!” Gawain cried. “Bastard summoned an attack upon us here! Split up! Run! Reesen, watch and shoot!”
Run they did, Berek and Loryan heaving on their crossbows as they went, flicking glances skyward and cocking the weapons by feel and long years of training. Reesen and Prester nocked arrows, but Ognorm and Gawain ran empty handed, weapons sheathed, no point even considering an upward throw of a longshaft through the canopy.
“South! South!” Reesen shouted, and cover was hastily taken, those with bows scanning the sky and making ready to shoot at anything moving there.
Reesen shot first, and they all heard the disappointing sound of his arrow glancing off branches and cracking to a halt in a bough, then the dark and unmistakeable shadow of a Graken, wings spread wide, slid silently over them. Bowstrings sang, and branches were again blown asunder, debris raining down on them. The canopy, winter-bare though it was, was as much of an obstacle to their attack upon the Graken as it was to the Graken-rider and his attack upon them. The black fireballs loosed from the demGoth’s Rod of Asteran expended all their force harmlessly in the branches.
More sprinting then, weaving from tree to tree, while Reesen called the Graken’s direction, north, turning west… the beast and its rider looping around to come up from behind them for another strafing run. Gawain laughed. He felt it ballooning up from his stomach as he sprinted, a great bubble of pure elation bursting up through his chest and out of his throat.
“West! West!” Reesen screamed, and again they took cover and took aim.
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” Gawain shouted, “Take cover!”
Men pressed their backs into the cracked and craggy bark of the trees, and hunched over, covering their heads. One, two, three immense concussions blasting great holes in the canopy as the Graken followed the line they had been taking. Gawain felt a heavy, glancing blow on his left shoulder, and that was followed by a shower of smaller twigs and pieces of larger boughs.
“East!” Reesen shouted again, “Go south!” the Graken wheeling away to their right for another turn.
“This way!” Gawain ordered, running back the way they had come and then turning north, the men following, puzzled but obedient.
“Aim there! Aim through there!”
They understood at once. The last aerial bombardment had ripped great holes in the canopy, affording a clear field of fire. The Graken would doubtless swoop in from the south, again, and Agomak demGoth, leaning over its neck, would loose his black fire down into the forest where he believed his quarry had run, towards the east…
“Come soon,” Reesen said quietly, stepping forward, drawing string and following the Graken’s progress with the Sight. Gorian bowmen stood either side of him and slightly behind, aligning their weapons with his, following the movement of the elf’s bow as the Ranger tracked the enemy’s flight.
“Come now, one…two…three!” and Reesen loosed his arrow into the empty space cleared by black fire. In an instant, two crossbows and a shortbow thrummed.
Gawain, grinning madly, let out a cheer as the bulk of the winged beast flew into view through the gaping holes of the canopy, and into the small swarm of deadly projectiles speeding through what had been empty space. The Graken screamed, its howl of pain high-pitched and piercing, and it winged over violently, turning abruptly to the east, away from the sharp and stinging pain in the left side of its underbelly.
Gawain saw the demGoth flung this way and that, like a rag-doll stitched to the creature’s back, lurching violently, and finally he understood the reason for the curious, high-backed chairs the Graken-riders employed for saddles; no ordinary saddle could provide sufficient support to a rider being flung around like that.
They heard the leathery wings beat hard as the Graken powered away to the east, and then they heard a great ripping noise, like sheetrock being torn asunder.
“Allazar!” Gawain announced, “Allazar has loosed his fire upon the beast! Run! Quickly, to the Orb and to the wizard!”
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53. Blind Luck
 
They heard the distant splintering of wood, and great quantities of it too from the sound of it, and at first they thought the Graken had come to ground practically on top of the casket tree. But when they burst into the clearing in front of that tree, the wizard was facing them, staff presented and sparks fizzing around its business end, and the casket tree was intact. Mostly.
“Longsword! I could have destroyed you all!”
Gawain laughed again, “And suffered the endless guilt of offending against that codex of yours. We heard the Graken go down, was it nearby? Did you destroy the rider?”
“No, to both questions. You can see for yourself the wreckage above, where my fire was loosed. An offshoot from the trunk of my white fire took a large piece of the Graken’s right wing, and it wheeled off towards the southeast.”
Above them, what was left of the canopy smoked and smouldered, charred branches steaming, and a few of the smaller broken twigs actually aflame, like bizarre candles in the fading evening light. The Gorians, gaping at the great expanse of open sky above them, had never seen damage inflicted by a wizard on such a large scale, and were clearly and suitably impressed.
“It went down a good distance away, I think,” Allazar grumbled, leaning on his staff and scowling at Gawain. “I believe I could have counted to six or seven before I heard the sounds of it crashing into the treetops.”
“You’ve made a something of a mess, too, there’s bits of smouldering wood everywhere.”
“Yes, well… What madness possessed you to undertake such a foolhardy adventure! I heard the Graken-rider’s attack upon you after the red candle was launched, you could all have been blown to pieces!”
“Calm yourself, wizard,” Gawain grinned, and to Allazar’s continued astonishment, the young man slapped him heartily on the shoulder. “Come, daylight’s fading fast, and we still have the shadow-creature to contend with.”
“Indeed,” Allazar grimaced, noticing for the first time the gore with which the six smiling warriors were decorated, “And a demGoth from the southeast if it survived such a catastrophic landing.”
“Agomak. Agomak demGoth is the bastard’s name and if he lives, it won’t be for long. And nor shall we if don’t finalise our preparations and restore order here before the shadow arrives.”
 
Mist continued rising as the sun continued setting, stars twinkling through the iron grey of twilight. Torches had been prepared and those which had been knocked over by falling debris from Allazar’s blast restored upright. More wood for the fires was gathered, lamp shutters opened narrow, and all the while, smiles of contentment were plastered all over six of the seven faces preparing to face the shadow-creature of Calhaneth.
Allazar eased Gawain to one side, his face etched with concern.
“Longsword, what happened? There is an unseemly joy in all of you I do not understand, and which is alarming indeed.”
Gawain shrugged. “We met the enemy, and we prevailed.”
“Then it is simple bloodlust that has you all grinning like village imbeciles?”
“Hardly. I can understand your concern, Allazar, but you must understand who it is you’re standing with here against the coming shadow. There are three Gorians over there, praetorians, the Emperor’s personal bodyguard,” Gawain sighed. “At home, my brother once told me there were few who could test my swordsmanship, and he named only the praetorians of Goria and the Callodon Household Guard as amongst those who might best me. He was wrong about the Callodon Household Guard, though they’re not bad. Those men over there have trained all their lives to defend their Emperor, as I have trained all mine to defend Raheen and its allies.
“Yonder is Ognorm, once an ordinary pebble of a dwarf whose life was spent lifting and moving heavy loads from one place to another. War elevated him and propelled him here, and now there is nothing he will not do for the honour of his people. And there, Reesen, Kindred Ranger, once of Elvenheth, once of the Thalangard, bodyguard to Thal-Hak. He too has prepared all his life to fight and die for something far greater than his own life.
“And all of us, wizard, have been harried and pursued by a foul enemy bent on our destruction and, should we fail, the destruction of countless thousands in the west. There is only so far men such as we may be pressed, and the line was drawn here. We did what we all trained so long and so hard to do, we did what we all yearned to do, and we did it well. Jerryn did, too. That is why we are smiling.
“And if you took the time now to look up, Allazar, at the size of the hole you made and the number of stars shining now upon us where before there were only twigs, branches and boughs, and if you imagine the mess the half-wing Graken would have made thanks to you, you’d be smiling, too.”
Allazar flicked a glance upwards, and sniffed. Then he shuffled his feet and glanced up and around, and the corners of his mouth twitched.
“Go on, you know you want to.” Gawain urged, and to his delight, the wizard’s face cracked into a broad grin.
“There you are, you see? Welcome to the band of bloody lunatics.”
“In my case, one out of two isn’t bad,” Allazar sniffed again.
“Wizards never get messy,” Gawain said quietly, becoming much more serious. “They almost always ensure it’s other people who do. The one I killed back there was wearing an Eye, and it was open. He was carrying a Jardember too, it’s probably how they tracked us well enough without pathfinders and scouts to guide the Graken-rider for the final assault.”
“You see Morloch’s hand at work here?”
“I don’t know, Allazar. We’re a very long way from the Teeth. It needed a Jardember for Morloch to appear to us on his very doorstep, could he reach this far? Could the Goth-lord Maraciss use the Eyes for his own purposes?”
“Alas, I do not know. As I understand it, the Eye is an aquamire lens designed solely to show Morloch everything his minions see. I am not aware that it could be used by others for private communication, though of course I might be wrong. Perhaps the Eyes used at Far-gor did report only to the four Graken-riders there as their Condavians did. The knowledge I possess is old, and even the newer knowledge gained at the Hallencloister is far from comprehensive. It’s possible that the Eye saw what it saw, but that Morloch does not now have the power himself to see the images the Eye captured.”
“Well, no matter. The Eye is blind, and the wizard who carried it little more than a gaping wound almost as wide as the hole you made. We’ll worry about the significance of the Eye when we have the luxury of time.” Gawain looked up at the night sky. “Stars are much brighter now. Time to light the fires.”
Gawain gave the signal for the bonfires to be lit, and soon the sound of firestones scraping steel rang through the gathering darkness. A nod to Berek brought the Imperator over to join the king and his wizard.
“I don’t like this mist too much,” Gawain announced, eyeing the milky murk swirling ankle-deep around them. “I know it’s low and we’re unlikely to have a dense fog, but still. Berek, did you ever see the creature move closer to the ground?”
“No, Raheen, but that doesn’t mean it can’t.”
“It stretched high for the casket last night,” Allazar agreed, “That doesn’t mean it can’t spread itself thin beneath the layer of mist.”
“And creep like a puddle, you mean? How would that avail it? The lamps on the casket are lit, the fires are smouldering well and producing enough smoke to hide an army, and should they ever actually take fire will blaze nicely. And thanks to our wizard’s astonishing foresight in clearing the canopy, we have starlight as a welcome ally. Any creeping puddle couldn’t hope to reach up for the casket without being brightly illuminated and suffering accordingly.”
“Then let us hope,” Allazar announced with great solemnity, “There is not a line beyond which the shadow may not be pressed, or if there is, let’s hope we have not drawn it here.”
“We have the northern bonfire behind us, a row of torches before us, a bright staff, lamps, stars overhead, and frak. While a fellow might be foolish to put money on an optimistic outcome, he should at least feel quietly confident.”
The bonfires began hissing and crackling, tiny sparks rising in the billowing smoke, but flames were still hidden deep within where brandy-soaked canvas kindling had been ignited. It was, in fact, still extremely gloomy, the bonfires very far from the bright conflagrations all had expected.
“Think we need more heat in the heart of the fires to dry the wood out a bit, Serre,” Loryan announced, “By your leave, we’ll tear up what’s left of the Major’s spare clothing and stick that in?”
Gawain nodded, a little sadly. “Has his food been shared out?”
“Aye, Serre. We’re down to the last of the brandy though, apart from the bottle there for when the torches need to be lit.”
“Use it all, Loryan, we need the fires blazing, not smoking.”
“Aye, Serre.”
Gawain watched as three men and an elf began tearing the last of Jerryn’s effects into kindling, and poking it into the heart of the fires. Soon there would be nothing of the Major’s left, beyond memories and the pebble Ognorm carried. And the camp stove, left in the care of men of Callodon waiting patiently with the horses out on the plains. Ot soup, Gawain thought, Ot soup and memories…
A whump! and a gasp of pain from behind him, and Gawain turned to see Reesen’s head enveloped in a cloud of orange sparks and embers, the elf turning away and staggering, eyes screwed tight shut.
“Allazar!” Gawain called, needlessly, for the wizard and the others had seen too. “Stent thool, Reesen!”
The elf did as he was commanded, and while Gawain tilted Reesen’s head back, Berek uncorked a canteen and began slowly dribbling water over his face and eyes.
“Tend to the fires, the rest of you,” Gawain announced firmly, and Prester and Ognorm returned to coax the bonfires into life.
Reesen blinked his eyes open, and reached up to guide Berek’s hand to irrigate eyes red-rimmed and streaming. Allazar muttered, the staff glowed, and he leaned forward to examine the brown eyes swimming in tears and water from Berek’s canteen.
A quiet conversation in elvish followed, and Reesen blinked, and finally closed his eyes.
“Our friend is lucky,” Allazar announced, “But I fear we are not. His eyes are stinging from that showering of embers, small burns are making the lids swell and close a little. His vision will be blurred at best, if he can keep his eyes open at all. It is best if he keeps them closed until nature takes its course and finishes the healing.”
“I have the Eeelan t’oth in my pack…”
“No, Longsword, it is too powerful for use on the eyes. A little silvertree powder will help ease the discomfort, but that is all we can do now.”
“Eem siennes, miThal.”
“For nothing, Reesen. Come, we’ll sit you by the torches. Allazar, make Reesen comfortable, Berek, you and I need to finish his work and get this vakin fire blazing.”
They worked frantically, poking and prodding the embers in the heart of the bonfire, shoving brandy-soaked rags in to try to burn away the moisture of the day’s rain and raise the temperature sufficient for flames to take hold.
“We may be fortunate, Raheen, the starlight may confine the shadow to its lair.”
“Wherever that may be. And if we were fortunate, we’d still have Reesen’s eyes in our arsenal.”
“Are you expecting more Simanians, then?”
“No, Berek, but there’s no evidence that Agomak demGoth is dead. If he survived the Graken’s fall to earth, he remains a dark threat, and far from a trivial one at that. With fires behind us and torches in front, it won’t be easy to spot anyone else sneaking up on us in the dark.”
“You have your own wizard, Raheen, and one of great power at that. Tell me, do all eastern kings possess such wizards?”
Gawain paused, and gazed into the heart of the fire, then flapped the hem of his cloak to force a breeze through the embers.
“Alas, they did. And all our lands are paying the price. Perhaps later on our journey we can discuss the folly of trusting wizards, but for now we need these vakin logs to burn. Have we used all the brandy?”
“Except for the last of it at the torches.”
“Dwarfspit. Let’s hope the torches burn brighter than this pile of worthless twigs.”
Flames suddenly began licking in the heart of the stack, and the crackling and hissing intensified.
“Call it another name,” Berek mumbled, “Make it a rude one and it might become a blazing inferno.”
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54. A Big Bit of Bough
 
It was hot, the heat from the blazing bonfire behind them dispelling the chill of the northerly breezes, logs crackling and flames roaring in all three of the conflagrations so urgently coaxed into life. Now, two hours after calling the recalcitrant piles of worthless twigs rude names, they were huddled close together, Reesen sitting on his folded cloak, swollen eyes closed and weeping. From time to time, Ognorm wetted a cloth with a weak silvertree solution and squeezed the drops into his friend’s eyes, which seemed to help a little. Lamps glowed, shutters wide, and though the torches weren’t lit, firestones and steel remained ready to ignite their front line of defence against the shadow-creature.
Prester had said he’d seen it half an hour earlier, in the gloom beyond the starlit glade Allazar’s blast had created, but no-one else had caught sight of it. Allazar had shone the Light of Aemon where Prester had pointed, but of course it revealed nothing.
Mist clung to the forest floor out in the glade and beyond, knee-high in places, but the air was clear, and the stars in that clear sky a welcome sight. Sparks from the fires floated up on currents of hot air billowing from the pyres, the heat burning away the mist from around the casket tree.
“This time tomorrow,” Gawain announced over the muted roar of the fires, “And all being well, we’ll be on the plains.”
“D’you reckon the shadow-thing will follow us out there, melord?”
“Not if we roast its threken arse tonight it won’t,” Prester asserted, with great passion, and spat towards the glade before taking another bite from a meal bar.
“I don’t intend to allow it to feed this night. And if it comes within sight and range of the White Staff, Allazar, I want you to loose light upon it. If that doesn’t persuade it to keep its distance, then by all means, roast its arse. Just make sure that if you bring down a tree, it falls away from us, not on our heads. My shoulder still aches from the last one to land on it.”
“Heh,” Ognorm chuckled, “It were just a bit of a bough, melord, not a whole tree!”
Allazar cleared his throat.
“Arr, well, it were a big bit of a big bough, though. Melord.”
“Trust me, Ognorm,” Gawain sighed, “By the time the story’s told in the main room of the Traveller’s Rest, it’ll be a whole tree.”
The world exploded in an immense series of concussions which saw fiery brands and embers blasted out into the clearing along with great splinters of wood and earth. The force of the blasts knocked men off their feet, hands and arms instinctively covering heads as burning debris rained down upon them. Another pair of concussions, so close together the sounds were barely distinguishable from one another, and more wood and earth blasted towards the glade. Then there came a load cracking, wood under great stress splitting and groaning, and Gawain risked a glance up and to his left. The casket tree was leaning slowly towards the south, toppling away from them, the glade ablaze with the scattered remains of the southerly bonfire.
“Darkweasel!” Prester screamed, as the casket tree fell, and snatched up his bow to loose a hasty shot harmlessly into the darkness.
Allazar thrust himself to his knees and loosed a torrent of white fire through the bonfire behind them and into the space beyond, hosing an area towards the southeast, hopefully.
But then they were running, Ognorm dragging Reesen, towards the north, the ground beneath them bulging upward and bursting as roots were torn from their centuries-old resting-place.
The fall of the tree was deafening, limbs and boughs overhead splintering and shattering through its neighbours, the immense trunk splitting and tearing as it smashed into the darkwood that had stood proudly beside it for hundreds of years.
Gawain glimpsed Agomak demGoth in the gloom, a Rod of Asteran held casually in his hand, watching the catastrophe unfold, firelight flickering from his iron mask, expression inscrutable behind the dull metal. Without hesitation, Gawain hurled his arrow, and watched it zip across the thirty yards between them to thud harmlessly into the trunk of the tree beside the dark wizard’s head.
Berek loosed a bolt from his crossbow, but they couldn’t see if it struck the mark, momentarily robbed of sight by another torrent of white fire which arced and flickered and stained their vision purple.
“The Orb!” Allazar screamed, “Secure the Orb! I shall take the demGoth!”
And with that, the First of Raheen charged forward, staff held like a pitchfork, screaming “Vex!” and loosing streamers of white fire which spread in all directions.
Gawain glanced to his right. The glade was lit by starlight and the flaming debris from what had been the southern bonfire. The eastern conflagration was still burning, though partially collapsed and fiery wreckage lay about its base. The northern fire which had warmed their backs still stood, a blazing beacon of light and heat in the night.
“The torches!” Gawain shouted, sounds of white and black fire receding towards the southeast, “Get the torches alight!”
Back they went, back to the area of ground where they’d waited, ground now torn open and smelling of damp and mould and rich dark decay. Reesen peered through narrowed and streaming eyes, searching for Allazar and the demGoth, Ognorm beside him, lamp held aloft in his left hand and an arrow strung in his right.
Berek was cocking his crossbow, Prester and Loryan scrabbling to gather the torches and to find the bottle of brandy to douse the canvas heads for ignition. Gawain stared at the fallen tree, a shattered stump some four feet high, tilted at a crazy angle, the remains of the mighty trunk running towards the southwest. Then he ran forward through the remains of the southern bonfire, searching for the casket which had been chained to one of the tree’s lower limbs. He could see a faint light, glowing from beneath a mass of split and shattered wood, one of the lamps which had been attached to the chains which bound the lid of the casket closed.
Away to his left, bright flashes of Allazar’s white fire in the trees where the wizards, themselves unseen, did battle. Gawain drew the longsword, and began hacking and prying at the tangled mass of wood that lay between him and the Orb.
“Gawain! Gawain! Get out of there!” Berek screamed, and something bright and silver flashed passed his face.
Gawain heard the crossbow-bolt strike something hard and unyielding, and glanced to his left. The shadow-creature recoiled a little at the impact of the bolt, no more than thirty feet away from him, pulsing, oozing forward hesitantly in the swirling mist. Gawain lifted the sword, and braced, two hands gripping the hilt firmly, eyes fixed on the shadow creature. He heard his name called again and again, saw the dim flashes of white fire from the corner of his left eye, and noted the creature flinching a little each time they came.
Then, in a blur, the creature shot forward, completely ignoring Gawain, passing within inches of him, and in the dim silver-grey of starlight, flung itself into the mist swirling over the wreckage of the tree-fall. It shuddered, and debris began first to judder, and then to convulse violently. The creature, Gawain knew instinctively, was utterly unopposed by wood. It had simply passed through all obstructions, grasped the Orb casket and was thrashing and jerking wildly to free it from beneath the fallen tree, suffering the pain of the lamplight for the sake of its need to feed. And as the piles of debris convulsed and shuddered, he also knew instinctively it would succeed.
The longsword crackled, the aquamire from phial, Eye, Aknid and demGoth seeming to swim anxiously, almost frenetically, deep within the steel. Wood groaned and splintered, drowning out the faint crackling of the blade.
“It is not for you!” Gawain shouted, and brought the blade slashing down…
Whether the ancient sword of Raheen struck the shadow-creature or simply the trunk of the fallen darkwood tree, Gawain could not say. He felt the impact shudder the length of his arms and it was so violent it would have made his teeth rattle had they not been so tightly clenched at the time.
But almost at the same moment, a flaming torched sailed into the pile, landing about eighteen inches from where his sword was embedded, and suddenly the violent shuddering of the woodpile subsided, and something very black and very fast sped away to the southwest.
“Get out of there, Raheen!” Berek gasped, trying to pull Gawain away.
“No! Bring fire! Bring fire! We have to free the Orb or the creature will take it!”
“Threk! Fire! Bring fire and lamps!”
Gawain began working with the blade again, but Berek eased him aside.
“It needs lifting, Raheen, not cutting!”
“Oy!” Ognorm shouted, leading Reesen, the elf with his hand on the dwarf’s shoulder while the dwarf held two flaming torches aloft and hurriedly picked his way through the burning debris towards them.
More flashes of white fire from further south, and then the brilliant cold white of an Aaron’s Candle burst some distance away. Gawain found a torch thrust into his hand, and sheathed his blade, trying to ignore the tingling in his hands and forearms from the impact of his immense blow earlier. He was gently eased aside, and found himself standing with Reesen, while Ognorm, Berek, and Prester brought their strength to bear on the debris, Loryan holding two torches aloft to illuminate their work.
“MiThal hurt?”
“No, mifrith. You?”
“Eyes hurt,” the elf shrugged, “Babycry hurt, Ognorm say.”
Gawain glanced at the elf’s face. His eyes were red raw, tears still streaming, but he was holding them open, a little, tiny slivers of pink where white should be, and brown pupils swimming in watery tears.
“Reesen see vizarrn am Morloch, miThal, come near soon. Reesen see…”
“Reesen sheene.” Gawain finished the sentence for the Ranger.
“Isst, miThal,” Reesen smiled through his pain.
Another quick survey of the scene, and Gawain eased back a little further from the men working in the wood-pile, logs and boughs being heaved and tossed this way and that. He took a position to Reesen’s right, and watched as the elf nocked an arrow by feel, and tested the string, face turned slightly east of south.
Another candle burst in the sky, but this time it was dull, and it moved. Gawain had seen such a thing before, in the hills east of Harks Hearth.
“Allazar come. Vizarrn am Morloch follow.”
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, following the dark wizard’s candle as it tracked Allazar’s progress back towards them.
To his right, he heard men groaning with effort and then take a deep breath before groaning with effort once more. Before him, above the trees, the candle began to flicker and fade. Behind, the two remaining bonfires crackled and roared, and somewhere out there in the darkness the shadow lurked.
“I can feel the chain!” Ognorm shouted, “We need to lift ‘er up a bit so’s I can undo it!”
More groaning.
“Narr not enough! Needs a lever under it!”
“We haven’t got one, Ognorm!” Prester called.
“Needs to make one then! Got a bit of wood ‘andy?”
“Threk… can you get the other side?”
“Narr, thrukken trunk’s in the way!”
Gawain sighed, filled with anxious frustration, flexing the muscles in his arms. They were beginning to ache, holding the flaming brands aloft, and the light from them was flickering, fading a little. His shoulder ached, his hands and forearms were numb, and he tightened and loosened his grip on the torches to try to get some blood flowing and some feeling back into them.
“Allazar come. Reesen see,” the elf sniffed, and took his right hand from the bowstring to wipe his eyes with the back of his hand.
More concussions from within the darkness of the forest then, a pair of black fireballs exploding, though they seemed much weaker than the first strike which had burst apart the bonfire and helped bring about the fall of the casket tree.
“Lift again! Go! Go! Go! I got it! Ease back!”
Gawain turned his attention to the flickering torchlight and lamps to his right. Men on and in the pile of wood.
“Chain’s off!” Ognorm announced triumphantly, “But the thrukken weight of the trunk is on the thrukken box!”
“Can we dig under it?” Berek demanded.
“Dunno, Serre, give me yer sword an’ I’ll ‘ave a go!”
Dwarfspit, Gawain thought, Hurry up! The torches are burning out!
And they were, no-one had brought wood-tar or ellamas oil or any other fuel with them. Once the brandy-soaked rags had burned away, all that remained was the wood itself.
Another candle burst high in the air, brilliant white, bathing them all with its welcome light, illuminating the entire tableau. The four in the wreckage of the fallen tree took immediate advantage of it, Ognorm up to his waist in the debris digging furiously with Berek’s shortsword while the Imperator and Prester clambered over the tangle of wood to heave a long and heavy bough from under lesser branches, hoping to use it as a lever to raise the fallen trunk and free the Orb casket.
Reesen sniffed, and took the tension on his bowstring again. There was another exchange of fire within the trees to the southeast, flashes of white lightning bright but brief, and then the crackling riposte of dark fire. The candle began to fade, and Reesen’s right elbow lifted high, back muscles flexing to draw the longbow until the string rested lightly against his chin.
“Get it under! Get it under!” Loryan called as the candle flicked and died, plunging them back into relative darkness once more.
Reesen loosed his shot.
Gawain held his breath.
“Heave! Heave on the threken thing! The torches are burning out!”
Reesen sighed and drew another shaft, and nocked it.
“Oggy, get your weight on the lever! Give the end of the chain to Loryan!”
More light in the woods, Aemon’s Light, cold, bright, but harmless. Then it winked out, to be followed by a flash of white fire streamers.
Reesen’s bow creaked a little as he drew its full weight. The torch in Gawain’s left hand guttered, giving off nothing but the red glow of useless embers. In its light, his left hand looked red, too, as though sunburned.
“Heave now! Heave now! Loryan!”
Reesen loosed his shot.
The torch in Gawain’s right hand guttered and died, leaving the King of Raheen holding two useless, glowing sticks. He tossed them behind him, unhooked the miner’s lamp from his belt and held it aloft instead.
“It’s moving!” Loryan practically screamed, “It’s threken moving! Just a little more boys! Just a little more!”
Reesen nocked a third shaft and drew it in smooth, flowing, single motion, and released the shot. Then he rested the bow on his boot.
“Out! Out! It’s out!” Loryan screamed.
Wood cracked and groaned, a chain rattled, and in the gloomy glow of lamps Gawain saw Ognorm, up to his waist in pieces of shattered wood, holding aloft the Orb casket, intact, and unharmed.
Another light burst overhead, and Gawain saw Allazar some forty yards away striding rapidly towards a heap of something lying on the ground. The wizard paused, and glanced to his right, straight at Gawain and Reesen, and then he thrust his staff forward and down, and blasted Agomak demGoth to pieces.
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55. Cold Hands, Warm Heart
 
“I had to be sure he wasn’t faking it,” Allazar sniffed, grubby white robes covered in gore. “Just because he had Reesen’s arrows sticking out of his arm and chest doesn’t mean he was dead.”
They were standing between the two bonfires, the Orb on the ground and chained to an immense exposed root at the shattered stump of the fallen tree, in clear view before the easternmost conflagration, while they stood with their backs to the northernmost. Allazar, leaning on his staff as ever, looked tired, but elated.
“He threken is now,” Prester muttered, and there were smiles all around.
Even Reesen looked happier, his eyes still red and inflamed but open a little wider now. Gawain stood quietly, shrouded in his cloak, eyeing the gloom around them, hands and arms still numb. He turned his back to them all, pretending to gaze away to the east, and thrust his hands out from under his cloak. The skin was red, angry-looking. He tucked them back under his cloak and turned to face them again.
“If we can keep the shadow at bay until sunrise, it’s a straight run east to the plains and the men of Callodon waiting there. The Orb will need to be taken as far as possible before a night-camp on the plains; there’s no kindling out there to burn, so a goodly distance of starlight far from the tree line will be the Orb’s best defence. Assuming the shadow can leave the forest, that is.”
All eyes turned to him.
“Your tone is strange, Raheen.”
“Indeed it is, Longsword.”
“Simply explaining what must be done. Remember, it is the Orb that matters. Nothing else.”
“Now yer giving me trouser-bricks, melord, an’ ain’t nothing in this place done that yet.”
“What aren’t you telling us, Raheen?”
Gawain took a deep breath, and let it out slowly before answering, staring Berek straight in the eye as he did so.
“How long was it after Farayan struck the shadow-creature with his sword before the mould began to take him?”
“Ah threk no, no, no!” Loryan gasped, “By the threken Spire, no!”
Gawain pushed his cloak open, and held out his hands, the flesh bright red in the firelight. Allazar’s staff glowed, a sterile Light of Aemon bathing the scene. When Gawain drew back his sleeves and exposed his forearms, it looked as though he’d dipped both his hands in scalding water up to his elbows.
Berek stepped forward, shaking his head violently. “No, this is not the same, not the same! Farayan’s hand was dead the instant his blade struck the shadow, and mottled green and black, not red! This is not the same, Raheen!”
Huge sighs and groans of relief greeted Berek’s assertion, but Gawain seemed unconvinced.
“Perhaps, my sword being longer…”
“Perhaps nothing,” Berek insisted again, “This is not the same!”
“Yet my hands are numb. First, there was shock, and pins and needles in my hands and arms,” Gawain spread his fingers wide and turned his hands over and back again, “But that has faded now, leaving my hands completely without feeling, arms tingling only faintly now, the feeling leaving them also.”
“Farayan couldn’t move a finger,” Loryan insisted, “And you could see the green and black mould creeping past his wrist as it consumed his arm. It’s why the Imperator took it off quickly. Maybe it’s that black and crackling blade of yours, Serre, and the power it contains, spared you?”
“Black and crackling?” Allazar’s eyebrows arched.
Gawain shrugged. “Aquamire, from the Eye of Morloch and the dark wizard, and the Aknid back at Harks Hearth, no doubt.”
“Hmm,” The wizard frowned, “Aquamire is power, it’s possible it added strength to your steel to resist whatever foul poison or emanation the creature emits. But come, hurry, Ognorm, fetch Longsword’s pack. We’ll apply the Eeelan t’oth and hope the elven unguent can at least relieve the appearance of burning even if that is not the malady.”
“The rest of you should watch for the shadow,” Gawain insisted quietly. “It will not give up the Orb, not after coming so close to snatching it away.”
Burning brands were raised, smaller fires built, and eyes snapped this way and that at every slight stirring of the mist about them. But worried glances were still cast over shoulders to where Allazar knelt beside the seated young man, gently applying the oily unguent to Gawain’s arms and hands.
“You should feel it numbing your skin soon,” Allazar said softly.
“No, clodwit, I won’t, they’re numb already.”
“Ah. Well, it will doubtless pass.”
“Nice try.”
“May I ask you a question?” Allazar’s voice was hesitant, rich with concern, and low enough not to be overheard.
“Of course.”
“You did not burn the aquamire, at Harks Hearth, did you?”
Gawain took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.
“I see that you did not.”
“As you said, it may have strengthened my blade. And perhaps it gave me a greater clarity of thought than I had before.”
“As you say.”
But there was such disappointment and sorrow in the wizard’s voice, Gawain’s eyes snapped up from his bizarrely-coloured arms to gaze at Allazar’s stricken face.
“It did me no harm beneath the Teeth, where by comparison there was practically an ocean of the stuff in that dark lens I smashed. The phial contained very little, and merely stained a blade already marked from the Aknid and the blood of the demGoth.”
“It is not for me to judge the Deed, nor for me to judge my king. Perhaps the aquamire did help to spare you this night. But it is far more likely that the circles in the hall of your father have more to do with your surviving the shadow of Calhaneth than the foulest of substances Morloch-made.”
“Morloch played me like a fish on a line at Far-gor, Allazar. He could not have done so before Kings’ Council at Ferdan, not with strange aquamire giving me insight.”
“You do not understand.”
“I understand your concern, and I understand the unique reason a wizard loyal to Zaine’s whitebeard vision of the world would fear the corruption aquamire represents. And that is why I lied to you, for your peace of mind. But I am not a wizard, and I’ve been exposed to the substance without harm before, and often, as you know.”
“Then I shall say only one more word upon the subject, your Majesty.”
“That’ll be the day.”
“Hurgo.”
Gawain blinked. “Bah. I still have both my hands intact. And there, by my left elbow, you missed a bit.”
 
They were tired, all of them, and it was easy to sleep when their turn came to curl up on the ground while others kept watch. Allazar tried simply to doze, so that he could be ready with his staff at a moment’s notice should the shadow attack, but he was asleep while the thought was still unfinished in his mind. Only the irrepressible Ognorm of Ruttmark seemed tireless, taking it upon himself to keep the fires burning, though even he continually flicked worried glances in Gawain’s direction.
With no shortage of shattered wood readily to hand, keeping the area around themselves and the casket well-lit was a simple task. Only one small region remained shrouded in the gloom of mist and starlight, and that was out to the west of the fallen tree and the stub of its splintered trunk. And in that direction, from time to time, Ognorm heaved a burning brand, fresh from a fire, ‘just in case’, he said.
The shadow was not seen though, until an hour past midnight, when Loryan hissed a warning. Allazar was woken along with Gawain and Prester, and the seven of the Orbquest watched the black and malevolent creature slowly circling them in the gloom.
“Shine a light on that ‘spitsucking evil, Allazar.”
The wizard lifted the Dymendin a little, and a brilliant cone of Aemon’s Light flashed into the gloom, sending the shadow-creature speeding away out of sight.
“It might make it angry enough to charge us, Raheen.”
“I don’t know that it has the strength with all the fires Ognorm has blazing around us. And it seems much smaller to my eye than it did yesterday.”
“Aye, that’s true.”
“And speaking of eyes, Reesen, how are yours?”
“MiThal?”
“Eyes, no babycry?”
Ognorm chuckled.
“Nai,” Reesen’s eyebrows arched as he squinted at Gawain, “No babycry. You?”
“I cannot feel anything below my elbows now.”
Allazar translated.
“Eeelan t’oth good,” Reesen announced softly.
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, remembering fire and ice, and hazel-green eyes. It seemed so very long ago now, and Elayeen so very far away.
His hands, though, were still scarlet, but still he could move his fingers and wrists. He just couldn’t feel them when he did.
Heads swivelled, eyes likewise, searching for the shadow-creature in the dark.
“No moon again tonight, Longsword. Except perhaps for an hour before dawn, and even then it will be little more than a sliver in the east. There is but one more day until the new moon.”
“How by the Teeth do you keep such things in your head? Did you memorise the Hallencloister’s almanack or something?”
Allazar sniffed. “I am a wizard. It’s my thankless job to know such things.”
“Then it’ll be dark on the plains tomorrow night, too.”
“Yes.”
A sudden impact, and a jerking of a chain, and there, in the light from the casket lamps and the fires, the shadow, enveloping the box and holding it six inches above the ground, the chain straining and shuddering, the creature pulsing violently, but as Allazar brought a light to bear, the casket dropped back to the ground with a solid thump. The creature was gone.
“It’s using the fallen trunk as direct path to the Orb!” Allazar cried out. “It can pass through the trunk but light cannot!”
“And it suffered the lamps on the casket too. It’s becoming bolder in its desperation.”
“Still it did not attack through the fires, Raheen. Perhaps it fears the hot light from them more than the cold glow of the stones in the lamps?”
“Indeed. Ognorm, heave a few more brands out that way, where you and the men freed the casket. With luck and a fair breeze, all that fallen wood will take light.”
“Arr, melord!”
“Give Oggy a hand, Loryan,” Berek ordered, and soon it was raining firebrands.
 
An hour passed, and the creature remained unseen. Smoke wafted up from the brands heaved out alongside the fallen trunk, wood smouldering, and an occasional flame licking up through the mist.
“A little over four hours until dawn,” Allazar announced, and yawned.
“Yes,” Gawain agreed, clenching and unclenching his fists, watching them as though they belonged to somebody else. “And still the night is clear. Sunrise will be welcome this day. If we’re still here to see it, I believe I might make a Remembrance. For Jerryn’s sake, as well as all the others. It’s been a long time since I have.”
“I’d noticed.”
“I try to keep the customs of my people alive, Allazar, but sometimes it’s hard. When this is over, I think we’ll fetch Elayeen and visit our people in Arrun.”
“Yes, that would be good. Arrun is a gentle land, and it’ll be summer by the time we reach Tarn. A good time of the year for travelling in the east.”
Gawain sighed, and stared at the Orb casket, and then at his hands.
“Do you really think this lack of feeling will pass, Allazar?”
“That is my hope. You have overcome deadly poison before, after all.”
“This is different. This is an affliction from a creature made long after the eldenbeards were dust. The irony of it just occurred to me, though. All this time, Elayeen commanding me to touch her not, and now, if she were to relent, and allow it, I couldn’t feel her. Not her hair, not her face, not her hand nor her skin.”
“It shall pass.”
“Is that the word of the Word?”
“It is.”
“I spy, with my little eye…” Gawain spoke a little louder.
“Stop it, Longsword, lest the praetorians believe you mad.”
“I’ve had another thought, though,” Gawain announced, frowning, and this time he did attract everyone’s attention.
“What?”
“If it used the fallen trunk and the broken stump to travel through, in order to avoid the light in its attempt upon the Orb?”
“Yes?”
“It could be sitting there now, within the stump, a short root’s length from the casket, feeding, and we wouldn’t see it.”
“Ah. What do you suggest?”
“I could hit it with my sword?”
“We could try to set fire to the stump, melord?”
“You’re becoming rather too fond of fire, methinks, Ognorm.”
“We could leave it where it is, if indeed it’s there,” Allazar suggested. “With four more hours until daylight, if it’s content to remain where it does us no harm, why should we provoke it?”
“Because the weaker it is tomorrow, the less likely it is to pursue us out onto the plains. Besides, if it learns how to hide from light within trees, what is to prevent it tracking us through the forest after sunrise?”
“Of course, we don’t know for certain that it is there at all.”
“True. Can you not simply loose your white fire upon the stump to test the theory?”
“I could, Longsword, but that would probably result in the root to which the casket is chained being shattered, giving the beast the opportunity to take the Orb and carry it off.”
“Dwarfspit.”
“It may not be there at all,” Allazar repeated, “It could simply be the threat of it, like the Kiromok, playing on your mind.”
“Would you like the Stick of Raheen playing on yours? I learned a few tunes at The Chattering Magpie I could bang out.”
“It is a large stump, Longsword, and the trunk of the darkwood tree old and broad of girth. I do not think your whacking it with your sword nor my poking it with white fire will avail us, even if the beast lurks within.”
Ognorm tossed a burning brand so it landed between the casket and the tilted stump, the flame flickering and adding a surreal cast to the dark earth exposed around the root-ripped soil.
“Yonder, Serre!” Prester announced, pointing away to the south, and there they saw the creature, squat, rippling, and looking greatly diminished in size since the first time they’d encountered it.
“Bugger it,” Ognorm sighed, “Waste of a good firebrand.”
“Shall I light it, Longsword?”
“No, keep watch. But be ready to light it up should it advance.”
“It’s moving, heading towards the far end of the fallen tree.”
“Allazar.”
The wizard loosed a candle low into the space between the fallen trunk and the shadow, and at once the creature fled.
“We can’t allow it to learn the use of the trunk to approach us,” Gawain sighed. “Keep good watch.”
“More’n a few big bits of wood smouldering out there, melord. I could bung a few more out, if it catches an’ the trunk starts to burn…”
“If it doesn’t, there’ll be so much smoke the shadow won’t need to use the tree as a conduit. No, Ognorm, we’ll leave what’s burning out there and let nature take its course, but for now, keep all these fires well fed. There’s only one way in here now, and if we can keep that covered until dawn, all well and good.”
Allazar’s candle sputtered beneath the mist, and winked out. Daybreak, they knew, would be a long time coming.
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56. The Last Miles
 
The Light of Aemon shone brightly on the casket until, finally, the sky through the immense hole in the canopy took on a paler shade of grey. Watching Allazar leaning on the staff while its cone of cold white light illuminated the Orb, it was easy for Gawain to imagine Arramin hunched over some immense tome, reading for hours into the night by a similar light. But although it seemed to take no effort at all on the wizard’s behalf, Allazar’s frequent yawns and the bags under his eyes told a different story.
Finally, when the wizard swung his staff to his other shoulder and then extinguished the light, the trunk of the fallen darkwood tree gave an immense shudder, as if something beneath it had suddenly subsided, and then all was still.
“By the Spire!” Prester gasped, “It must’ve been lurking under there somewhere, taking what succour it could!”
“Aye,” Loryan spat, “And none of us any the wiser!”
“It’s no-one’s fault,” Gawain sighed, “We’re all tired. The thing could have oozed below the mist and under the length of the fallen trunk, and even the sharpest of eyes would not have seen it. At least the fires and Allazar’s light kept it from the casket, and from us.”
“Arr, that’s true. How’s yer ‘ands, melord, if’n you don’t mind me asking?”
“I cannot feel them, nor my arms below the elbows. And they’re still a bright crimson and red.”
“Better than green and black, Raheen.”
“True, Imperator, very true. Reesen?”
The elf shrugged, his eyes still red, though he could open them a little wider now. “Sleepy,” was all he managed, and stood, and stretched.
“We’re all tired,” Gawain agreed, “But with luck we’ll make the plains by early evening, and the men will find us in time for all of us to get well clear of the forest by nightfall.”
“There’s a fingernail of moon to the east through the trees, Longsword, we should probably wait for the sun’s light to blot it out before leaving the protection of the fires.”
No-one was particularly anxious to gainsay the wizard, and though packs were shouldered and a frugal breakfast taken in silence, none seemed keen to commence their inevitable run though the murky gloom of the forest. The sky lightened by degrees, stars slowly fading as a bluer hue tinted the grey, and not a cloud could be seen. It was cold, and breezes began to swirl lightly through the trees around them.
“Douse the fires, melord?”
“No, leave them, Ognorm. Let them burn down.” And the whole vakin forest with them, for all I care Gawain added, silently. “We’ll not waste time on them. Allazar, please ask Reesen if he’s fit to take point again, I’m concerned that our deadweasel Agomak demGoth may have seeded another trap-line between us and the freedom of the plains.”
After a short exchange, Allazar translated the elf’s assurances, and when welcome beams of sunshine began spearing through the treetops to the east, the Orbquest abandoned their night-camp. Limbs and joints ached, muscles screamed in silent protest, and even Ognorm of Ruttmark’s smile was noticeable by its absence, the weight of the Orb on his back no burden perhaps, but the lack of sleep finally taking its toll.
 
The going was hard. Not for the terrain, which was as flat and unobstructed as Gawain had promised, but for bodies pushed to extremes and a lack of meaningful rest. Still, they ran as well as they could, Reesen peering ahead of them through half-shut eyes still an angry red, all of them half-expecting the agony of a Spikebulb, or worse, at any moment.
The creaking of pack-straps and their own heavy footfalls on the spongy forest floor created a rhythm into which all of them settled, their breathing a softer counterpoint, like the snorting of asthmatic horses over the thundering of hooves. Gawain’s training and instincts protested at the noise they were making, though he felt sure everyone knew their passage was far too loud for any degree of sensible caution. But the plains were near, or at least seemed to be, and the enemy to their rear.
They paused at the first stream they came to that was deep enough for containers to be replenished, drinks to be taken, and hands and faces washed. But the pause was short-lived, the desire to escape the oppressive forest greater than the desire simply to curl up on the ground and sleep. All of them felt the extra weight of their water skins and canteens when the run resumed.
Sunshine, an ally against the shadow-creature of Calhaneth, was also a curse, flickering through the trees and canopy, dancing in their eyes, half blinding them, making of the world a flashing red, black and blue collage of light and shadow which only Reesen seemed able to ignore. It was only much later, when the sun had risen higher above the treetops, that the stroboscopic and dazzling effect diminished, leaving them all grateful for a return of normal vision, and infinitely more appreciative of Reesen’s ability to guide them at pace.
At noon, they slowed to a walk, unbuttoning tunics to admit what cooling breezes there were, eating and drinking hastily, peering ahead through the trees in the hope of catching a glimpse of greensward, even though they all knew the plains were, by Gawain’s estimation, four more hours at the run.
Allazar, walking to Ognorm’s left, glanced across at Gawain and caught sight of the grimace on the young man’s face. Gawain had been paring a slice of frak and the sight of his own hands and arms made him pause. The skin was crimson, with blotches of a paler red. The fact that fingers and hands still responded to their owner’s commands was a source of great relief to all of them. No-one spoke. It would’ve been a waste of energy which they might yet need before they reached the plains. Twenty minutes after their walking lunch-break, Gawain gave a red-handed signal, and they began running once more.
Birds began to proliferate, flitting away with calls of alarm at their approach, and their sounds and their presence lifted spirits; there was life here, other than their own, and the funereal silence which had enveloped them for days was finally broken. And then, mid-afternoon, Reesen suddenly held up a hand, and came to a halt.
Hearts already pounding from the run beat a little faster, and men struggled to quiet their laboured breathing. Reesen squatted, peering forward, moving a little from side to side, taking paces this way and that, and then he turned to them, a broad grin plastered all over his face.
“No trees, close, miThal! Grassen sky close!”
Faces split into grins, immense sighs were released, shoulders were slapped and arms clasped.
“We need to move cautiously,” Gawain announced, still breathing hard, “There may be pit-traps hereabouts, best move carefully, just in case.”
“Pit-traps?” Berek asked, eyebrows arched in surprise.
Gawain saw the sudden look of concern flit across Allazar’s face and elected not to reveal the reason why the edge of the forest might be seeded with Jurian traps. “Small ones, big enough for a foot, no more. Not as bad as a Spikebulb, but unpleasant nevertheless. Come, were nearly there.”
The last mile to the edge of the forest was made far quicker than any sensible caution would have demanded. Ferns, brambles and saplings began to obstruct the avenues between the older trees, and even the burgeoning undergrowth seemed not to retard their progress as much as it had when the Orbquest had first entered the forest. Finally, with spirits soaring in spite of bodies wracked with aches and pains, they burst onto the plains, sprinting a hundred yards clear of the tree line in sheer exaltation.
“Blue sky!” Prester cried, “By the Spire! Blue skies and good green grass!”
Men collapsed onto that soft and verdant land, grinning, some laughing, some crying tears of unashamed joy.
“Welcome to Juria,” Gawain managed, at last. “Welcome to the east.”
It was March 10th, and save for the three Gorians who had endured the forest for longer, the Orbquest had been ten days without clear sight of the sky, or a far horizon.
 
They allowed themselves twenty minutes rest, sitting there facing the forest for caution’s sake, fighting sleep in the early evening sunshine.
“Two hours or thereabouts before sunset,” Gawain judged, and Allazar agreed with his assessment of the time left to them. “We’re a fair way north of where we entered and left the camp. Pity we don’t have a maroon to send up.”
“Damn it, we could have taken the enemy’s,” Berek sighed, adding with a wry smile: “It would probably be dry by now.”
Gawain and the men chuckled, and then began the painful chore of forcing themselves up onto their feet.
“If the shadow can leave the forest, it will. And we need to keep going. Southeast. But let’s not kill ourselves with haste.”
 
Half an hour later they heard an unmistakable whoosh! and then the concussion of a maroon to the south, and saw a green ball of smoke in the far distance. Below it, a speck on the horizon, growing larger.
“One man, one orse,” Reesen announced. “One orsen rider.”
Gawain smiled. “The men must’ve put out patrols north and south in case we emerged as we did far from their camp. We’ll keep to our heading, the maroon will have summoned the rest of them, and in the time it takes for them to arrive, we can put more distance between us and that Dwarfspit vakin forest.”
Ten minutes later, a rather grubby-looking red-headed and familiar Callodon guardsman brought his galloping horse to a walk alongside the steadily-jogging Orbquest.
“My lord! Well met, my lord!”
“Well met, Vinn,” Gawain smiled, slowing to a halt. “How far are we from camp?”
“Five miles north, or thereabouts, from where you went in, a couple further east,” And then Vinn caught sight of the Gorian uniforms. “My lord…”
“Peace, Vinn, these are allies in our quest, and have my safe-conduct. We need to keep moving, a foul creature pursues us and we must put as much distance between us and the forest as we can before nightfall.”
“A creature? Dwarfspit… I’ll send up another signal and then ride to meet the lads halfway, and chivvy them up, my lord!”
“Do so, Vinn, we’ll turn due east again in the meantime.”
Vinn rode clear, dismounted, and a minute later another maroon burst high overhead, this time blossoming bright red. The rider mounted, and charged away to the southwest, leaving the Orbquest jogging, painfully but manfully, to the east.
Less than an hour later the escort thundered up from the southwest, ten riders, including the original four who’d escorted Gawain’s group from Castletown to the forest. Five riderless but saddled horses, including a prancing and delighted Gwyn, and five packhorses.
“My lords!” Ekerd announced, delighted to see the Orbquest, though clearly uncomfortable at the presence of the three Gorians.
“Ekerd. Has Vinn explained our haste?”
“He has, my lord, something about being pursued by a creature?”
“Yes. We must make the most of the horses while it’s safe to ride. You’ll need to re-distribute the supplies on two of your packhorses. Imperator Berek will take Major Jerryn’s horse, well need two more for praetorians Loryan and Prester here.”
“Major Jerryn…?”
“Fell, and with honour. Quickly now, Ekerd, we have no time to waste. We’ll take a course ten points south of east for as long as it’s safe to ride. The more miles we can put between us and the forest, the better the chance of all of us surviving to see sunrise tomorrow.”
“You heard his Majesty!” a pale-faced Ekerd shouted at the riders behind him, “Jump to it!”
Ekerd dismounted, dishevelled, grubby, unshaven, and doubtless reeking far less than did the seven of the Orbquest. Men hurried to shift packs and sacks of supplies, rushing to prepare two of the packhorses for riding.
“We loosed two pigeons, my lord, as instructed by Captain Tyrane. Resupply party from Castletown brought no news since you entered the forest. We’ve been undisturbed, haven’t seen hide nor hair of anyone or anything since you left. My lord, are you well? You all look like kak.”
“We all feel worse than we look, believe me…”
“Horses ready, m’lords!”
Ekerd waved an acknowledgement.
“Come then,” Gawain sighed, “Let’s ride these last miles before darkness as if the light of the world depended upon it. And make no mistake, it does.”
 
It felt good. If Gawain had been asked, he would cheerfully have admitted it, in spite of their circumstances. It felt good to be in the saddle and thundering across the rolling plains of Juria, leaving the dread of that ‘spitsucking forest behind them. He had to restrain Gwyn, the mighty Raheen charger filled with boundless energy and joy at Gawain’s return, and too long idle in camp. But when his own elation faded, Gwyn felt his exhaustion and discomfort, and then felt his anxiety growing as shadows lengthened before them.
The packhorses would tire soon too, laden as they were with supplies for the eight-day journey to Porthmorl, and so Gawain reluctantly slowed the pace even more. Ekerd and the men of Callodon took positions around the seven of the quest, and they took positions around Ognorm of Ruttmark and the casket snug in his rucksack. The rolling plains of lush grasses and squat blisters of gorse were, to the seven, both blessing and curse. Blessing, for they were free of the gloom and threat of the forest and the trees that barred their way. Curse, for there was absolutely nothing now but distance, a tired wizard, and a handful of lamps to stand between the Orb and the shadow they knew would be waiting for darkness to fall.
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57. Echoes
 
The sky began to take on a leaden hue, and Gawain considered riding through the night. The horses were fresh enough and could sustain a walk or a trot across the verdant plains with relative ease. But the brighter stars were already beginning to prick the vast bowl of the heavens around them, and though his body was exhausted, his mind seemed unnaturally sharp.
At length, he saw an expanse of gentle grass unbroken by gorse or shrubs of any kind, and a shimmering silvery ribbon of a stream meandering through it, and there, to everyone’s surprise, he called them to a halt, with instructions to let the horses drink and only thereafter to cross to the eastern bank.
“My lord,” Ekerd announced, “The skies are clear tonight, we can continue a goodly distance in safety in this terrain.”
“I know. But I also know the speed with which the creature pursuing us can travel. I’ll not have it tearing through our horses from the rear, leaving us on foot and wreaking havoc amongst us. Starlight or no, the creature will be desperate, and fighting for its very existence.”
“With no mist, Raheen, and no cloud this night, the shadow may succumb before it can reach us here.”
“Unless as you suspected it can travel below the ground, Berek.”
“There are no sewers or conduits to avail the creature here, Longsword.”
“I know. But I will take no chances. Ekerd, do you have anything by way of spikes that may be driven deep into the soil?”
“Tent-pegs, my lord, of steel. But they’re short, only six or eight inches.”
“We need something to secure the casket.”
“I got one o’ them mooring-spikes, melord, but that ain’t much more’n eight inches too.”
“It’ll have to do,” Gawain sighed, as a familiar and long-dead voice whispered inside his head again...
Be creative, y’highness! Have you assessed your enemy? Have you deduced what qualities he lacks and exploited them?
Gawain nodded and drew his aching shoulders back. “Cross the stream, ten yards of no-man’s land between it and the casket. I want a shortsword hammered into the ground to within an inch of the hilt, Ognorm to secure the chain to that and use whatever else is available to assist in preventing the casket being carried away.”
“Arr, melord, can do.”
“I want a fence of shortswords circling the casket, edges outermost. The shadow cannot pass through steel and swords will not avail us otherwise here. Stick ‘em in half way so they can be pulled out in the morning, they might come in handy later on our journey to the port. Fix lamps on them and around the casket. Light, Ekerd, is our only effective weapon against the creature, and here on the plains we have no other defence against it. Move quickly, men, and then we’ll withdraw to the east again.”
Men of the Callodon Guard set to, gently easing the exhausted men of the quest out of the way, and eyeing the Gorians with a mixture of distrust and distaste.
“This is Callodon,” Joss, the tallest of them, announced firmly. “It’ll be Callodon steel guards the box this night.”
“Very well,” Gawain called, “Prester, Loryan, come, leave them and Ognorm to it. We’ll need the horses and supplies led away to safety.”
Berek moved to stand a little closer to Gawain, and spoke softly in spite of the noise of blades being pounded into the soil.
“The men of this land do not care for us, Raheen. I would we hadn’t burned our peasant’s garb for torches in the forest. The sight of our uniform rankles, it seems.”
Gawain nodded. “I can’t command men’s feelings, Berek. Callodon has long held the Jarn Gap against what they believe to be Imperial forces these past sixteen years. They and Raheen lost good men at Pellarn. Villages all along the coast have suffered too, at the hands of slavers and pirates. There’s a long history of Gorian abuse in Callodon’s memory.
“I don’t wish to offend, as I’m sure you well know, but perhaps it’s best if you have a quiet word with Loryan and Prester, and have them stay close to us, and quiet, ‘twixt here and your homeland. We’re all exhausted, it would be easy for any of us to say or do something which might cause unintentional repercussions.”
“Understood.” The Imperator began to move away, but Gawain spoke softly again.
“Berek, I gave you all my word. Whether there, in the dead city of Calhaneth, here on the plains of Juria and Callodon, or on the decks a ship at sea, my word remains immutable.”
“Safe passage through eastern lands, and to the west.” Berek whispered.
“And my string and steel for any who would oppose us.”
Berek nodded his gratitude, and Gawain watched while Ognorm knelt and began pounding in the mooring-spike and tent-pegs to secure the casket chain to the makeshift stake of a Callodon shortsword driven deep into the ground.
When all was done, the casket secured and brightly lit within a tight ring of steel, the men retired, and eyed the spectacle from the relative safety of fifty yards of open ground. Horses were left saddled in the event they might be needed for a rapid flight or pursuit, camp stoves were produced and pans of stew set to cooking over charcoal, and salt pork wrapped in slightly stale unleavened bread given to the seven weary and footsore men while they waited for the hot main course to cook.
They ate ravenously, Gawain too, the taste of something other than frak almost cracking his face when he bit in to the tangy sandwich.
“Whuff nn the thtuu,” Allazar mumbled, chewing furiously. “What’s in the stew, Serre Ekerd?”
“Alas, Serre wizard, it’s only humble fare. Plains rabbit and veggies.”
“Oh!” the wizard gasped, “Rabbit! Isn’t it wonderful, Longsword!”
Gawain shook his head in mock disdain, finishing his salt pork and eyeing the glowing casket sitting alone in its ring of sharp steel to the west.
 
Later, when six of the seven were sleeping, in spite of their efforts to stay awake while their escort stood a quiet watch, Gawain frowned, eyes fixed on the casket. His hands and arms were still a garish and blotched crimson, and still entirely without feeling. He’d even poked his finger into the steaming stew on his plate, but felt nothing, and was roundly but politely chastised by the wizard for doing so; just because he couldn’t feel pain, Allazar had said, didn’t mean it wasn’t there, hurt and harm being done to flesh. It was why, Allazar reminded him, the character of Issilene in Elayeen’s fable had left the seven sons of Yargo able to feel pain, after all.
Elayeen’s words came back to him so clearly he could almost feel the warmth from Rak’s fire, and see her sitting before it, her knees drawn up under her chin…
Pain they knew, for it warned of injury and allowed them to rest and to heal, the better to hunt again.
He would have to be careful.
A good commander will always avail himself of rest whenever the opportunity arises, for he will know that such opportunities are rare once the enemy is engaged.
Yes, Gawain thought, And thank you, Captain Hass. I missed you after the battle. Where did you go, when the fighting was done and we retired to Tarn?
But there was no reply, only a curious warmth which tugged gently at Gawain, and finally, drew him into sleep…
 
Jerryn, Major, Royal Jurian Guard.
Bek, General, Royal Jurian Cavalry.
Hern, Flag Major, Callodon Heavy Cavalry
My lord
Brek, of Thurmount
Jok, of Thurmount
My lord…
Rocknoggin, of Thurmount
“My lord!”
Gawain’s eyes snapped open.
“My lord! Something hovers beyond the stream!”
It was Ekerd, hissing a quiet warning, and there where he pointed, shimmering in the deep grey wash of starlight on the far side of the stream, the shadow of Calhaneth pulsed, and shivered.
Gawain pushed himself to his feet, his back and legs screaming in protest, and he picked up the longsword to prod the sleeping wizard. It took two sharp pokes with the weapon before Allazar stirred, blinked, and finally, realising where he was, woke with a start. One by one the members of the quest were woken, and stood, blinking and yawning, and then, features set grim, they closed ranks behind Gawain and the wizard.
“It’s a lot smaller than before!” Ognorm whispered.
“And the lamps are bright, thanks to the storm-lanterns and their oil,” Allazar agreed.
“Are you up to a launching a candle, Allazar?”
“I think so, Longsword.”
“Low, then, and flat, so it bursts upon the ground in the no-man’s land before the stream. Can you manage that?”
Allazar shrugged. “In truth, I know not. Even my bones are tired.”
“I know. It doesn’t have to light the sky from here to Jarn or anything so grand. Just push the creature back towards the forest.”
“The forest is some twenty miles away, Longsword, I don’t think I can make a candle bright enough to drive it that far.”
“As long as it knows it’s not getting the Orb.”
“Very well.”
Allazar took a deep breath, lowered the staff, and a fizzing orange ball shot some forty yards before bursting a brilliant white and seeming to bounce along the ground over the casket and towards the stream.
When, finally, it faltered and flickered out, no sign of the shadow could be seen, and in the cool grey light from an ocean of stars above them, visibility was surprisingly good.
“It looked to be shivering,” Loryan announced.
“Aye,” Prester agreed. “Like it was cold.”
“Trembling, more like,” Gawain asserted. “Burning in the starlight, weak and starving. Ekerd, what lights we have must be kept well-lit.
“Aye, my lord, though there’s only open flame from the stove now, unless we commence to burning spare clothing and the tents. All our lanterns are yonder, with the box.”
Gawain nodded, and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Very well, we shan’t need to go that far I hope, not while the Keeper of the Stick can make a light or two.”
“Assuming,” Allazar whispered, “The Keeper of the Stick can stay awake.”
“You had rabbit stew for dinner, you bloody whitebeard. I thought rabbit was wizard fuel? You should be able to run from here to Porthmorl on that, never mind shine a Light of Aemon out that way.”
“Hardly,” Allazar sniffed.
“There my lords!” Malko called, pointing slightly to the north, “It returns, slowly!”
Return it did, and slowly, keeping to the west bank of the stream, moving steadily, pulsing as it did, until it stood once more facing the Orb across the ribbon of silvery water and ten yards of no-man’s land. And there it sat, and began its curious shivering again.
A snort and a snuffle from Gwyn was echoed by the rest of the horses, animals becoming restless and uneasy even though the shadow was close to seventy yards from them. One of the escort could be heard muttering soothing words to try to calm them, when suddenly the shadow shot forward, only to slam into the makeshift fence of swords.
“By the Teeth it moves quick!” Ekerd gasped, the shadow straining for the casket, shivering and oozing around the blades that barred its progress, before suddenly it withdrew to the edge of the area lit by the lamps, and slowly circled the casket before returning to its position beyond the stream.
“Allazar, can you manage another?”
The wizard presented his staff, and mumbled, and another ball of orange light flew forward, but fell short, skittering along the ground before bursting into light some ten yards their side of the casket.
“Apologies, Longsword,” Allazar sighed.
“None needed. It had the desired effect. I saw the creature speed due west.”
“Aye,” Berek agreed, “And overland all the way. Perhaps it cannot pass beneath the soil as we thought it might.”
Gawain shrugged, and regretted it, muscles protesting at the unexpected and unwelcome movement. “There’s gravel there in the bed of the stream. If it can’t pass through stone, then gravel and rocks in the soil would impede it too.”
“Slightly to the south,” someone, one of the escort, whispered urgently, and they saw it there, moving closer.
Again, the shadow creature stopped on the west bank of the stream, and commenced its curious vibrating. And then sounds began to emanate as if from the very air around the creature, quiet at first, and then becoming louder.
Awful sounds. The crackling and roaring of fire, the collapse of walls and columns, distant screams and the rising of an immense, roaring wind.
And then it was silent.
“By the Spire!” Prester gasped, “That’s what we heard on the way to the dead city!”
“Those are the sounds which the creature has heard every day of its existence, at noon, in the city of Calhaneth,” Allazar announced.
“Why is it making them? Is it a threat?”
“I believe it is trying to speak to us in some way. I do not think it is threatening us. I believe it may be pleading with us.”
“Begging for food…?”
Again the creature began shivering and vibrating, and another cacophony began to fill the air…
The snap-fluttering of lightning and the sickening thuds of its impact on flesh, men and women screaming, burning, running, the shattering of glass and the whoosh of fireballs billowing from now-vacant windows…
Theo! Theo! This way! Run! In Stanas’ name run for your life!
Peeta! Peeta don’t leave me!
Leeyana! This way! This way!
Yathami! Yathami! Eem Fyeran! Eem Fyeran!
“By the Teeth, Allazar, end it!” Gawain gasped, men clutching hands to their ears, the sounds of Calhaneth dying all about them on the air. “Light it up! Light it up!”
Allazar thrust forward the Dymendin, and a cone of Aemon’s Light shone bright, pure and white, and silenced the creature, sending it speeding away to the west again.
Men, teeth clenched, trembled, heads shaking in disbelief at the sounds they had heard as the light from the wizard’s staff winked out.
“Can you manage the light again, when it returns?”
“Yes, Longsword, I believe I can, if it is in short measures. I have no desire to hear those sounds again, nor the endless screaming of names in that firestorm. Echoes they may be, but once, they were real.”
Time dragged by, its passage marked only by the stirring of gentle breezes and the occasional shooting star in the crystal-clear night sky. Eyes, some tired, others fresh, all alert, scanned the horizon around them.
“There, due west, it comes again, even slower this time,” Berek announced. “And it is diminished further still. There is no mist to shield it from the stars, no canopy overhead to block their light, no trees in which to lurk unseen and protected from the light which harms it.”
“Let it wither and die,” Gawain announced with great passion, “For all the lives it has taken, wittingly or otherwise! Let it wither and die!”
“Aye,” Prester spat, “May the stars roast its miserable arse!”
“And the staff. Light it up, Allazar, the moment it draws near the stream.”
“Aye.”
The shadow, pulsing quickly as though gasping for breath, drew closer, and then with an astonishing turn of speed lunged once more at the casket, slamming into the sharp fence of Callodon blades, reaching vainly for the Morgmetal box and its contents, suffering unknown agonies from the lamps and lanterns which with the container was bedecked. And then Allazar loosed his Light of Aemon, and the creature fled, but this time, slow enough for them to watch its lurching progress westward, back towards the forest of its unnatural birth.
An hour passed with no further sign of the shadow of Calhaneth, and the men of the Orbquest settled once more for sleep, leaving men of Callodon, eyes wide, watching well, until sunrise.
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58. Friendly Faces
 
“Is it dead, do you think, Serre?” Loryan asked over a mug of hot breakfast wine and a handful of salt pork sandwich.
“If not, perhaps it soon will be.”
“Mmff,” Allazar swallowed, “It is possible that some residual emanations remain in or around the broken tower of Calhaneth, but if or for how long that may be so, I do not know. But I believe we have seen the last of it, and, it is my sincere hope, the last of that dread city. May Calhaneth know the peace of nature’s reclamation, undisturbed by all save the woodland creatures which shall one day thrive there once more.”
They were sitting near the no-man’s land by the stream, the casket reclaimed and snug in Ognorm’s pack, the sword which had been its stake still stuck to its hilt in the ground nearby. Fresh clothes had been distributed from the packs, all of Callodon cheapcloth, nothing remotely remarkable which might attract attention. Gawain made sure the Gorians had first pick, larger clothes and cloaks being worn over their Imperial uniforms to hide their identity from any casual gaze. The men of the Callodon escort, though, knew what lay beneath the bland traveller’s garb they wore, and though they kept their opinions to themselves, their expressions spoke volumes in spite of their respect and admiration for Gawain.
“What now, Raheen? What is the plan?”
“Now, Berek, we run straight for Porthmorl and the ship waiting for us there in the harbour. Scouts will now be sweeping the path from Callodon Castletown towards us, and others moving ahead of us from there to the port. The ship will be readied for our arrival while we’re heading southeast. We won’t be passing near any habitations until we approach the port.”
“How long will the journey take?”
“Eight days, or thereabouts. If the skies remain as clear as they were last night, perhaps less. We’ll be able to press on well after nightfall if the weather is kind.”
“Do you expect us to be opposed?”
“No. Though I also did not expect to be opposed in the forest, so caution is still needed until that thing on Ognorm’s back makes a splash far offshore.”
Berek nodded, and Gawain studied them all over the rim of his cup. Dark shadows under the eyes, though Reesen’s were clearing and the small blisters around them fading fast. Features were gaunt, hair matted and faces grubby in spite of a hurried wash in the stream. They had all endured much, and not even the scrape of a sharp blade to remove straggly beards had succeeded in improving their wild and strangely disturbing aspect.
“We’ll move at the canter and then at the trot, and those of us who can should try to sleep in the saddle. We’ve a good escort, and hard as it is, we should allow them to do their duty and take what rest we can on the move. Ognorm in the centre as always.”
“Reesen go point, miThal,” the elf asserted.
“Eyes good, mifrith?”
“Isst, miThal, eyes good, see good.”
Gawain nodded an acknowledgement. The Ranger had taken more sleep than the rest of them, but not by much. Still, the Graken brought down near Harks Hearth spoke of the need for continued watchfulness by the Sight of the Eldenelves, and Reesen was professional enough to alert his commander should he ever feel unable to perform his duties.
After breakfast, and with the supplies packed away, they took to the saddle, and began the journey to the southeast, and the Sea of Hope.
 
During the night of March 12th, at the end of their second full day on the plains, Reesen quietly announced seeing life-lights at the extent of his range, passing to the west of them and moving slowly north. He couldn’t say how many there were, the distance being too great to judge numbers. No-one seemed overly alarmed, but the Callodon escort remained alert as ever on night-watch.
All of them found their spirits were greatly improved; good food, fresh air, the wide horizons and above all, plenty of sleep and rest bringing smiles to faces and comfort to aching joints and muscles. Only Gawain’s hands and arms showed little sign of improvement; both were still entirely without feeling of any kind, though the paler blotches seemed to be growing and the crimson skin diminishing as a result. Allazar re-applied the Eeelan t’oth, though whether it helped his strange wounds Gawain could not say. One thing he was happy to share in common with all of them, and that was the joy of being able now to allow horses to do the work of carrying them.
The next morning, an hour or more after breakfast and heading southeast at the trot once more, Reesen announced the approach of two riders, this time from the east, and heading directly towards them. When the riders drew closer, Gawain called a halt, and waved a greeting, which was promptly returned.
“Friends of ours,” Gawain explained for the benefit of those who didn’t know Rollaf and Terryn, the scouts reining in a respectful distance and then walking their horses closer, grinning like village idiots.
“Well met, milord!” Rollaf beamed.
“Aye, well met, milord!” Terryn grinned.
“Been throwing a loop around you. Not seen anything. Swept the way from headquarters when word arrived. Got a letter from Major Tyrane, milord.”
Rollaf drew the letter from his tunic, and leaned from the saddle to hand it to Gawain. “Been a bit o’ trouble north, up near Juria, so we heard. Maybe the letter tells more about it.”
“Aye, bit o’ trouble. Up ‘round Dun Meven, milord.” Terryn nodded.
“Anyway, letter probably tells about it. We’re under orders, milord, keep the way clear, here to Porthmorl. We got red maroons, me and Terryn. Only ones we got. You see red, it’s us giving warning. Anything else, ain’t us.”
“Aye, won’t see us again milord, not ‘til Porthmorl.”
“Aye,” Rollaf announced, “We got our orders. We’ll cast the loops clear to Porthmorl. Won’t see us again ‘til then. Except the Ranger might.”
“Aye, except the Ranger.”
Gawain smiled at the two men, unable to get a word in if he’d wanted to. Finally, when it was clear the two Callodon scouts had finished, he nodded.
“Thank you, Rollaf, thank you Terryn. It’s good to see you both again. I hope you rested well after your return from Tarn?”
“Aye,” Rollaf grinned, “We did. Big party in Castletown. Good to be back throwing loops for you again though, milord.”
“And good to know it’s you doing it. We mean to pass clear to the west of Castletown, midway between there and Jarn, then swing slightly east to Porthmorl.”
“Aye milord. Bit more traffic on the Jarn path lately. Good idea to cross it at night I reckon.”
“Aye, at night milord.”
“Trouble in the west?”
Rollaf shrugged. “Spring supplies to General Igorn, bit more activity northwest of Jarn too, the lads say. Maybe it’s in the letter, milord.”
“Very well. I’ll read it on the move.”
“We got our orders, milord, by your leave?”
Gawain smiled again, and nodded. The scouts were once again wearing the Black and Gold, once more under Tyrane’s command, and anxious to do their duty. He gave a brief salute to acknowledge theirs, and then, grinning once more, the two men rode away to the north before splitting, one looping slowly back around to the east, the other to the west.
“Trouble near Dun Meven?” Allazar grumbled. “Perhaps an allusion to the demGoth you and Reesen hunted down in the hills to the south of there?”
“Perhaps Tyrane’s letter will give us some details, Allazar. In the meantime, let’s move on. We’ve a box to get rid of.”
 
Tyrane’s letter was disturbing, though seemed to contain no immediate cause for alarm where the Orbquest and its journey to Porthmorl was concerned:
 
My Lord,
 
I have appointed guardsmen Rollaf and Terryn as scouts to sweep the path from Castletown to you, and thence to Porthmorl. Others have gone ahead from here to the port as we discussed in the presence of his Majesty before your departure. Word has also been sent directly to Capt. Balhaggan, and the Melusine will be ready to sail when you arrive.
I have the honour to report that his Majesty has appointed me to represent Callodon in overseeing matters aboard the vessel and, in consequence of that appointment, I am pleased to tell you that I shall meet you in person at the docks. You may rest assured that all will be in order and in readiness for your arrival and subsequent speedy departure.
Riders have recently arrived from Threlland bearing several copies of Serre wizard Allazar’s Compendium, and his Majesty’s scribes have commenced making more copies of the same for distribution to appropriate personnel in his Majesty’s forces.
They also bore news of disturbing events in the hilly country around Dun Meven, on the Arrun side of the border as well as on Callodon’s; strange and dangerous plants have sprung up in that region. Reference to the new Compendium would seem to suggest they are Flagellweed of Tansee. We have also received reports of these plants appearing in the vineyards south of Juria’s Castletown.
Why the Dun Meven hills and the vineyards of Juria should be the target of such extraordinary enemy action defies minds far greater than my own, but the consensus is that sheer spite is the motive. His Majesty wishes you to know that a patrol will be sent northeast to investigate the extent of this contamination, and that when clement weather arrives in the region, a trustworthy wizard capable of white fire shall be dispatched to clear these dangerous weeds.
General Igorn has reported increased activity along the western bank of the River Ostern in The Old Kingdom; he has described this activity as unusual, patrols apparently policing the river as if expecting our forces to attempt a crossing. His reports suggest that this activity is not limited to the region we know as the Jarn Gap, but the length of the Ostern clear to the South-halt. His Majesty has ordered increased vigilance in the region and has started re-supply to Igorn’s forces early.
No other news likely to be of any importance to your current undertaking has reached these ears at the time of writing; indeed, all has been quiet save for the foregoing.
It is his Majesty’s sincere hope, and my own, that soon we shall witness a successful and uneventful conclusion to the matter in hand.
 
Your Servant,
Tyrane, Capt., RCG
 
Gawain passed the letter to Allazar, and considered its content before easing Gwyn across to join Berek on Ognorm’s left flank.
“News from Callodon, Imperator,” he said quietly, “It seems there is increased activity on the west bank of the Ostern.”
“Indeed?”
“Patrols, apparently, described as policing the river, as if expecting an incursion.”
“Hmm,” Berek frowned. “Simanian forces doubtless looking for me and my men. The Goth-lord must have learned of our mission, or learned somehow of his wizards’ failure to obtain the device.”
“Let’s hope that’s all it is,” Gawain said softly. “But you may need to have another quiet word with your men. Callodonian forces are on increased alert in the region because of the activity in Pellarn. If they’re looking for you, as we both suspect they are, your journey home may be a difficult one.”
“Thank you, Raheen. The warning is much appreciated. I think we’ll worry about that when we’re on the ship and the box overboard. Until then, I’ll tell them men to keep their heads down should we encounter any more of Callodon’s forces between here and the ship.”
“Good idea.”
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59. Welcome Aboard
 
The journey to Porthmorl was uneventful bar a hurried night-crossing of the path to Jarn from Callodon Castletown. The evening had been blustery but cloudless, starlight obliging them all to wait until Reesen declared the way clear for the large group of men and horses to nip across the broad thoroughfare and make enough distance from it not to be observed when, shortly afterwards, they made night camp.
Rain later on the 16th dampened clothing but not spirits, the land around them becoming scrubby, gorse and shrubs proliferating in soil too poor for cultivation. They rode quickly but with all due care and attention for the horses and for their own safety; the escort and the scouts had their work cut out ensuring no enemies lurked in the larger blisters of gorse beyond the extent of Reesen’s Sight.
Conversation was difficult on horseback in such terrain, the path trending slightly east of south but in reality winding around the many obstacles sprouting from the rough and stony soil. Such conversations as there were took place in the night camps, the seven huddled around the casket in its rucksack, sipping hot drinks or hot stew from the camp stoves tended by the Callodonian escort.
There was a distinct distance between the two groups, in spite of the fact that all the men of the escort had served at Far-gor. The men of the Orbquest guarded the casket and each other jealously, and had shared hardship and tribulations the like of which the men of Callodon could only imagine. The fact that three of the quest were Gorians, even though their uniforms were hidden beneath their new Callodon cheapcloth garb, added to the slight tension between them too, a tension which seemed to rise the closer they came to the sea.
In truth, there wasn’t much for anyone to say. After the rigours of the forest and the constant threat of the shadow-creature, men relaxed nerves taut as bowstrings and quietly regained their strength, good sleep and hearty fare restoring bodies as well as spirits. Only one thing remained to be done, and that was the crossing of the miles to the sea, and the disposal of the Orb. They had run together, they had fought together, and now they were travelling the final miles of their journey together.
The redness in Gawain’s hands and arms was slowly fading, and according to Allazar, if they continued to heal at their present rate, his limbs would be their normal selves by the time they returned from disposing of the Orb. Gawain still had no feeling in them though, and it was frustrating. Simple tasks like brushing Gwyn or tightening the cinch on her saddle were made clumsy by unfeeling fingers, and he found himself frequently checking to see if he’d unwittingly injured himself, especially after paring frak with a sharp boot knife while on the move.
More scouts were encountered, the patrol sent out from Castletown clearing the way to Porthmorl and then looping back to strengthen the numbers of the Callodonian escort, and the three Gorians found their discomfort rising again. They knew they were no longer needed to safeguard the Orb, and knew therefore that their lives hung by the thread of Gawain’s word to Berek, his promise of safe passage west.
The salty ozone scent of the sea began to overpower the aroma of wet earth two days out of the harbour town, and the land began a gentle but noticeable downward slope towards the south. The scent and the terrain added a new sense of urgency to their pace, which quickened accordingly, until finally, at dusk on the evening of March 19th, the large group of riders entered the outskirts of Porthmorl to the sound of their horses’ hooves clopping on the cobbled road that led through the town and down to the docks.
No-one was about, though lights in windows told that residents were at home; streets had been cleared for the safe passage of the Orb and its escort, and it was distinctly eerie. Gulls wheeled overhead, squawking and screeching, the air filled with the smells of the sea, salt, ozone, fish, and tar. Men at arms lined the docks, spaced wide apart but watchful, gaily-painted fishing-boats moored alongside, nets, bales, barrels and crates arranged apparently at random by warehouses closed up for the night.
Tyrane stepped forward from a group of men standing on the grey and well-worn granite of the dockside beside a sleek, two-masted vessel, doubtless the coastal brigantine Melusine. The ship rested in quiet repose, thick and heavy mooring-hawsers looped over large cast-iron bollards, timbers and fenders creaking gently in the slight swells in the deep-water harbour.
The Callodon escort held back, coming to a respectful halt well short of the ship, allowing the seven of the Orbquest to continue the last thirty yards of their journey to the ship alone. Five yards from Tyrane, Gawain eased Gwyn to a halt, and they dismounted.
“Well met, my lord,” Tyrane smiled. “And welcome to Porthmorl.”
“Well met, Tyrane,” Gawain smiled, stepping forward to clasp the officer’s arm with no small measure of relief. “And thank you for the escorts. Our journey here was as smooth and uneventful as our time in the forest was hard and filled with pain. We’ll all rest easier once we’re at sea, and the foul device we carry at last committed to the deep.”
“New friends, my lord?” Tyrane asked quietly, looking over Gawain’s right shoulder, “And I do not see Major Jerryn of Juria?”
“Alas,” Gawain sighed, “Jerryn fell. And yes, three new friends, though there’ll be time enough to talk when we’re at sea. We’re all anxious to embark and to see this quest ended.”
“Of course, my lord.”
Tyrane waved towards one of the men standing beside a broad gangplank bridging the gap between dock and vessel, and he ambled forward with a curious, swaying gait. The man was old, most of his craggy, wind-burned face hidden behind an immense grey beard and whiskers, a battered cap crammed onto a head covered with unruly grey curls. He looked like a very much older and leathery version of Brock of Callodon.
“This is Captain Balhaggan, my lord.”
“Captain.”
“M’lud. Wind’s on the turn, should be able to let slip in an hour, unless you want the men to stroke us out with the oars?”
“An hour more or less on the journey we’ve had will make no difference, Captain, and will give us time to settle aboard. Some of us have never been to sea before.”
Balhaggan shrugged, and his eyes creased with good humour. “Not to worry, m’lud, me and the crew have. Come then, and welcome aboard the Melusine.”
Gwyn was far from happy at being abandoned again so soon after the reunion with her chosen rider. But the men of the Callodon Heavies knew well how to tend horses, and Gawain was contrite enough for the Raheen charger to limit her protests to a grumble and a snort, and to give him a nudge with her hindquarters as she was led away by the red-headed Vinn.
Gawain watched her go, smiling, and he and Tyrane were the last to board the vessel. They were shown to a cabin at the stern of the vessel which likely served as the Captain’s quarters when the brigantine was in normal service. It would be cramped with eight of them sharing the space, and the hammocks which would serve them all save Gawain looked fragile and uncomfortable hanging limp from hooks on one bulkhead. A narrow bed in the corner of the cabin was, of course, set aside for the King of Raheen.
The Orb casket, still in Ognorm’s rucksack, sat upon a long oak table, and the rest of their own packs lay beneath that table in the shadows cast by two lanterns swinging gently on hooks fixed firmly in the deckhead above them. Gawain had to stoop slightly in the confines of the cabin as it was, and had to take care not to walk into the lamps and other nautical items which hung about the place.
Commands could be heard from on deck, ropes being cast off and the vessel being gently swung away from the dockside, bows slowly coming around to point out to sea.
“Begging yer pardon, melord, do them winders open?” Ognorm pointed at the bottle-glass windows that ran the width of the cabin at the stern. “Only I ain’t bin on a boat before an’ I reckon I might have to stick me ‘ead out there from time to time.”
“Alas, I know not. Tyrane?”
“Alas, nor I.”
Berek eased through them, operated a pair of catches, and swung a quarter window open. “There you are, Oggy, you should be able to get your head out there if you start to feel rough.”
“Arr, thanks, Serre, it’ll be handy if’n I can’t make it up top in time.”
“By your leave, Imperator, I’d like to go topsides,” Loryan asked quietly, and Berek glanced at Gawain, who nodded.
“I’ll join you, Loryan. I’m beginning to understand your dislike for confined spaces on a ship.”
“Imperator?” Tyrane gasped. “That is the title adopted by Imperial commanders, is it not?”
There was a sudden, uneasy silence in the cramped cabin.
“It is,” Gawain announced softly. “Though it matters not, Tyrane. These men have my safe-conduct, and are friends.”
“Then, my lord, your new friends best learn not to use such obvious references to their identity aboard this vessel. This is one of his Majesty’s coastal brigantines, its purpose is the fast interception and destruction of Gorian slavers and pirates operating in allied waters. There is much more fighting at sea than is generally known by those on land, and it would not be wise for the men of the Melusine to learn that men of the Imperial Guard are aboard.”
“My apologies, Serre,” Loryan whispered.
“For nothing,” Gawain replied. “The discipline of many years service is hard to break. No matter, with luck we’ll have few dealings with Balhaggan and his crew, though it’ll make matters later a trifle interesting, once the Orb is overboard. Come, let’s get some fresh air. Reesen, with us please, and you Tyrane. The rest of you should perhaps remain here below at least until we are well at sea.”
On deck, all was quiet and well-ordered activity, the ship pointed towards a large expanse of water between the east and west harbour walls, the gap barred by a rope boom hanging between squat towers at the end of each wall. Gawain and his companions took a position well out of the way in the starboard quarter of the poop deck, watching in the gloom as men scurried aloft in the rigging, and Balhaggan stood beside the large spoked ship’s wheel overseeing his command.
Reesen studied the crew, as Gawain of course expected of him, ensuring that nothing dark had slipped aboard unnoticed. Behind them, ashore, men of the Guard were assembling to watch their departure.
“Captain Balhaggan will expect to be given a course once we clear the harbour walls and are in open sea, my lord.”
Gawain nodded, thoughtfully. Now that they were aboard the ship, its well-caulked and mature timbers firm beneath their feet, decisions needed to be made which had seemed far off and of little importance during their flight through the twilight world of Calhaneth.
“Tell him to head due south, then west, and put us thirty miles offshore of Raheen.”
“Raheen, my lord? That’s a long way to the west of here. I believe we were all expecting a straight run out to sea and back again.”
“Do we not have provisions for such a journey?”
“We do, of course. The vessel is equipped and provisioned for lengthy patrols well around the coast to the region of the South-halt and back.”
Gawain nodded. “Good. South and west, then. I would have Raheen in sight above the northern horizon when the Orb is cast into the deep.”
“Very well, my lord. By your leave, I’ll inform Balhaggan.”
“Please do.”
Gawain watched Tyrane approach the ship’s captain, and watched as Balhaggan cast a curious glance over his right shoulder towards him, and then saw the captain’s head bob an acknowledgement. The mariner was under King’s Orders, so Brock had said. Which was probably just as well, given that all aboard were seasoned veterans of many sea-battles against Gorian raiders.
Such acts of piracy and slavery had never been a concern for Raheen, though tales of course reached them atop their lofty perch on the plateau. Pirates and slavers made landfall along the Callodon coast, where geography permitted them so to do. The rope boom across the harbour mouth here at Porthmorl spoke of the need for watchfulness even here, some four day’s ride from the Castletown. Doubtless there were men of the coastguard stationed in those squat towers, now operating the capstans to lower the boom for the Melusine’s outward passage.
Sails began to unfurl, heavy canvas rustling, and the breezes which Balhaggan had promised earlier gently filled them, the ship sliding gracefully and silently towards the open sea.
“According to Balhaggan, we now have steerage, whatever that means,” Tyrane announced.
“Means we’re going fast enough for them to steer the ship, Serre,” Loryan said softly. “A good thing when passing out through a small gap like that one ahead.”
“You’re a sailor, Loryan?” Gawain asked, genuinely interested.
“No, Serre, just been on plenty of exercises aboard boats. Some big, some small, but they’re mostly all the same. We have to have training in case the Emp… in case it’s decided to travel by sea, and such.”
“Ah. Was Balhaggan surprised by the course I set, Tyrane?”
“A little, though he is of course under orders. He’s well aware that you command here, my lord. I think he’s far more concerned for your welfare than his ability to put the ship precisely where you want it. The sea can be rough, and some of us are clearly not sailors.”
“Did he mention how long it’ll take to get us there?”
“No.”
“Well, when we’re clear of the harbour and settled on course, perhaps you might ask him for me.”
“I shall, my lord, though I imagine it’s difficult to give a precise answer. We’re at the mercy of the wind, now.”
“And of the sea. You can give me a horse over a boat any day. The Sea of Hope was always a wonder to behold from the heights of Narrat. Now I’m on it, it looks dark, murky, and foreboding.”
“Aye, m’lord. Wet, too.”
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60. Oaths
 
Five days after sailing from Porthmorl, Captain Balhaggan sent word to Gawain that for safety’s sake he was putting in to Port Yarris, there to weather a storm chasing hard on their heels. The Melusine had remained within sight of the coast of Callodon, clipping steadily through the waves on the following breezes, though now the sails were being reefed against the heavier winds which blew hard from the north and were backing easterly.
In truth, Gawain was happy to leave the entire business of sailing to Balhaggan and his crew. Even Allazar seemed greatly discomfited by the movement of the ship, though the Captain had quietly insisted that the passage so far had been undertaken in ‘almost perfect conditions for sailing.’ Not even the comfort of the bed in the cramped cabin alleviated Gawain’s suffering, and all of them, Berek included, had availed themselves of the quarter windows at least once and the bulwarks on deck often. Ognorm and Reesen were still far from their ‘sea legs’, and it was only pride and the need for fresh air that kept Gawain on deck, mostly in company with Loryan and Tyrane, for he too felt every pitch and roll of the vessel in the pit of his stomach.
Looking north though, the skies black and roiling, Gawain understood why Loryan had tied himself to a mast rather than suffer below decks during the storm on his journey from Zanatheum to the Eramak River. If the ship’s motion was disturbing enough for Gawain in ‘almost perfect conditions’, he dreaded to think how it might pitch and roll in the teeth of the tempest gaining on them now.
According to the map in his mind’s eye, they had sailed a little over three hundred miles along the coast to Port Yarris, and had another three hundred more ahead of them before they were due south of his mountain homeland. Another five days, plus however long they were laid at anchor in the harbour, and the Orb could be cast overboard. Wind permitting, of course.
It took three hours for Balhaggan and the crew to beat the Melusine into the calmer waters of Port Yarris harbour, and drop anchor. Rain was already lashing ahead of the storm, and Gawain and his companions were finally driven below. In the safety of the harbour, with the ship merely swinging on its anchor and rolling in occasional broadside gusts, the storm was more noise and bluster than danger, and their time in the cabin was spent in the hammocks, or in Gawain’s case, lying on the bed.
When the storm blew out, Balhaggan sent longboats ashore to take on fresh water and provisions, though the Melusine remained at anchor and no-one but the longboat crews were permitted ashore or back aboard. For the people of Port Yarris, there was nothing out of the ordinary about the presence of the brigantine, nor its taking shelter from the storm. The inhabitants of that fishing village had no idea who or what was aboard the vessel, which was as it should be.
When the ship put to sea once more, Gawain leaning on the bulwark of the poop deck and watching the village recede, he offered a quiet and heartfelt thank you to Port Yarris and its people; without their generosity the Razorwing at the Battle of Far-gor might have inflicted far more damage to the Kindred Army than they did.
 
The calm following the storm brought with it sunshine and a steady breeze, and the Melusine made good progress. During the voyage, Gawain told Tyrane of events in the dread city to which the Callodon officer had vowed never to go, and hearing them only reinforced Tyrane’s opinion of the place. Concerning the Gorians, Tyrane was circumspect; he knew only too well his king’s feelings about the Empire in the west and those who dwelt there.
But news of the rise of the Goth-lords, and of Maraciss in particular, saw Tyrane’s brow knit with concern. The two men stood on the transom, eyeing the ship’s wake streaming and foaming in the clear blue water behind them while dolphins danced alongside.
“Then it was the Emperor’s brother, in league with the Salaman Goth your lady slew, who invaded Pellarn?”
“It was. And according to Berek, if his minions had succeeded in obtaining the Orb, the Castletown itself would have been utterly destroyed by the device, as a test of its power.”
“By the Teeth!”
“Indeed. All of us, and all those in Pellarn too, have much to thank our Gorian friends for. The enemy had a large force, and it’s not certain by any means that the five of us who entered the forest from its eastern side could have prevailed against them by ourselves. I know Brock won’t be happy to hear about them, but I’ll worry about that after we’ve dumped that dreadful thing overboard.”
“And Berek says we have nothing to fear from the Emperor?”
“He does. And on the few occasions when my stomach has kindly allowed my mind to consider matters other than the keeping of my breakfast, I’ve pondered that. The fighting in the forest has deprived this ‘Lord of Simatheum’ of three dark wizards already. Add to that the destruction of Salaman Goth and Jerraman demGoth in the summer, and I’d say he’s been dealt a powerful blow. If his ultimate aim is the taking of the Imperial throne in Zanatheum, I doubt he’ll wish to waste men against us here in the east simply through spite. Morloch would, yes. But this Maraciss isn’t Morloch.”
“You always did feel that the taking of Pellarn was premature, my lord.”
“Yes, I did. And I truly believe it was a stroke of luck for us all that it was. All except for the Old Kingdom, that is. If not for the jealousy and ambition of Maraciss, all our lands might well have faced Morloch’s armies on two fronts, and we could not have hoped to have survived such a war, feeble as our strength was, and still is. And that is something else I have not mentioned to our friends of the west. Allies they may be, and yes, perhaps friends now, too. But the same cannot be said for those they serve, and I don’t want them returning home with information which may avail those who might one day be enemies.”
“Assuming his Majesty honours your word on the matter of their return home, my lord,” Tyrane shuddered, and drew his cloak tighter. “In a battle between honouring your word and his own vow, I cannot say which would emerge victorious.”
Gawain smiled, and nodded. “Yes. That would be a dilemma indeed.”
“Heave to!” Balhaggan’s voice boomed over the weather deck, “Heave to!”
The deck became a flurry of action, sails being furled here and adjusted there, and the wake below the two men standing at the transom faded as the ship slowed. Gawain glanced to his left, and saw the flat-topped mountain of Raheen standing proud above the northern horizon. Balhaggan approached, and saluted.
“My lords. Yonder lies Raheen, and thirty miles of water ‘twixt your land and my keel, as ordered. The ship is hove to, and when you’re ready, I’ll have the men piped below decks for your privacy.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Gawain acknowledged the salute.
“Please have the chests brought up from below,” Tyrane added, “And a trestle made ready amidships as earlier discussed, Captain.”
“I shall, my lords. By your leave.” And with another salute, Balhaggan attended to his business.
“Amidships?” Gawain smiled, “You’re becoming a sailor, Tyrane.”
“Alas, it’s only one of the very few nautical words I’ve learned whilst aboard.”
Ahead of them, on the starboard side, a trestle table was erected so that one end sat upon the bulwark, its inboard end resting on legs folded out from underneath the flat board.
“I think they use it for burials at sea,” Tyrane said softly. “The deceased is laid atop the table, and then once farewells have been made, the table end raised and the body tipped overboard. I do not think wizards are able to perform the rites aboard a wooden vessel, even if there were any serving in the navy.”
Gawain nodded. “And those two chests?”
“Ah. One of lead, its lid shackled with elven chain and lock. The other, a heavy wooden chest, secured by three locks. From your description of the Orb and its casket, we were able to guess at the sizes needed. The wooden chest fits snugly within the leaden chest, and the Orb casket should fit comfortably within the wooden one.”
“Excellent. Then let’s fetch the men of the Orbquest, and end this.”
“Aye.”
 
The decks were cleared by the time the seven survivors of the Orbquest climbed the gangway to emerge through the fantail hatch topsides, though Balhaggan stood at the wheel, his back to proceedings, unable completely to abandon his command according to the rules of the sea.
Force of habit had them all surrounding Ognorm, though the dwarf now carried the casket in his arms rather than slung over his back. Its loose length of elven chain had been wrapped around the lid and fitted to the mooring-spike clasp, and when they reached the trestle, Ognorm laid the casket on the deck and with three swift blows of his hammer, closed the end of that clasp, securing the chain in place permanently.
The men gathered around him and watched, expressions solemn, while he lifted the casket and placed it into the wooden chest, and closed the lid.
“There are three locks, my lord, and three keys for them, here.” Tyrane handed the keys to Gawain.
“Then let it be our friends Berek, Loryan, and Prester, who take these keys, and on behalf of him they serve and those who fell in the forest of Pellarn, secure this chest. Let the keys remain with them, as proof to him they serve that their duty was done, with honour.”
Trembling Gorian fingers took the keys, eyes damp but backs ramrod straight. Each man stood before the chest in turn, knelt on one knee, inserted and turned their key, and then returned to their place at the trestle. When all three men had pocketed their keys, Ognorm lifted the heavy wooden chest and the casket it contained, and eased it into the thick-walled lead chest. The lid was closed, and a heavy elven steel chain shackled tightly in place by an immense padlock. Ognorm bent at the knees, and heaved the chest up and onto the board.
“This key secures the lock,” Tyrane announced, and handed it to Gawain.
He studied it for a moment, the key made of elven steel, rustproof and enduring like the lock and the chain, odd rows of teeth jutting from the end of the shaft which would engage the many levers within the lock itself.
Then he pushed the key into the lock, and turned it, three times. Once the key was withdrawn, he tested the lock to reassure himself and those watching that the chain was secure, and then he took his place at the side of the board, beside Allazar. Ognorm stood at the end of the table, ready to heave it up, and thus consign the Orb overboard.
On one side, Reesen, Allazar and Gawain. At the end of the table, Ognorm, with Tyrane watching over his shoulder. And on the other side, Berek, Prester, and Loryan. All were waiting for Gawain to speak, when Ognorm suddenly drew in a breath, and turned a damp and pleading gaze towards Gawain.
“Begging yer pardon, melord, but I made a promise to our friend,” and with that, he drew a pebble from a pocket inside his tunic, and reached forward, gently nestling the small stone on the lid of the lead chest against the chain which held it closed.
The sight of Jerryn’s ordinary pebble sitting atop the Orb burst bubbles in throats, and the world blurred as eyes watered. All the suffering they’d endured in that miserable forest, all the fighting, the terror of the shadow of Calhaneth stalking them, the misery of endless running pursued by mouldering death and dark wizardry, all came flooding to the fore…
It took long moments with teeth clenched and shoulders stiff, and a hasty wiping of eyes and noses, before dignity was once again restored to all of them. Gawain closed his eyes, keenly aware of his comrades all around him, and keenly aware of the presence of the tall, honourable, and very proper Jurian Major among them, and his sacrifice at the forefront of their minds.
“Oaths were taken,” Gawain began, his voice soft and tremulous at first, but growing stronger as he continued, words whipped away towards Raheen on southerly breezes. “Oaths were taken, in far lands and near, to bring about the end of a threat greater almost than any other this world has known. And here we stand.
“Names were spoken, in far lands and near, men, dwarves, elves and wizards called to service for the protection of all lands and all people, near and far. Homes and friends were left, and in stealth and without fanfare and with no expectation of honours or reward, all set out with fixed intent to do this thing. And here we stand.
“Oaths were taken, and here we stand, we few who know the truth of what was done and why, and who was lost along the way. Names were spoken, in far lands and near, let them be spoken here again, in honour, here where their oaths shall be fulfilled…”
Gawain glanced across at Berek, the big man’s eyes watering, and nodded. The Imperator Praetor of the First Zanatheum Cohort fixed his gaze upon the leaden chest, and then spoke, softly.
“The men of the First I named in the Golden Hall: Parman, Chork, Eryl, Amayan, Brimor, Brayan, Mikel, Fryan, Stivan, Terrik, Thross, Kupa…” Berek sighed, and drew a breath before continuing, “… Marayan, Skal, Mahk, Uryan, Dak, Elliyan, Duryan, Barayan, San, Nerryn, Iyan, Farayan. They did their duty. Honour to them.”
“Honour to them,” came the refrain, heads low.
“Those I named stand with me,” Gawain announced softly, “All are here who set out on this quest save one who named himself, in the Great Hall of Juria, before his queen. I name him now, with pride and with sorrow, for he was an honourable friend, and a loyal servant of Juria. Jerryn, Major of the Royal Jurian Guard. Let not his name be etched nor graven upon any memorial, it was his wish that his name die when all hearts who knew him cease their beating. He did his duty, to quest and to queen. Honour to him.”
“Honour to him.”
There was another pause, memories jostling for attention as the Melusine rocked gently on the swells.
“Oaths were taken, and here we stand who took them. Let those oaths be fulfilled, here and now and in sight of the sun. Let this evil be ended. Let the Orb of Arristanas, corrupted by treachery, destroyer of lives, cities, and a future beyond imagining, end here, and now. Ognorm of Ruttmark, on behalf of all lands, near and far, commit this thing to the deep, and send it out of all reach and knowledge of the kindred races, for as long as the seas shall cover the earth.”
Ognorm sniffed, and nodded, and bent at the knees, and then tilted the table up. Slowly at first, and then with greater speed, the Orb of Arristanas slid over the bulwark, and with a splash and a shower of seawater, disappeared into the depths of the Sea of Hope, taking Jerryn’s pebble with it. In moments, nothing remained of its passing, not a ripple, nor a bubble; nothing save the memories of those who had cast it forever beyond reach of man and Morloch.
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61. Port Wine
 
Arms were clasped, shoulders slapped, embraces made, and though relief was tangible and smiles on all their faces, the mood remained solemn, for tears were in all their eyes, too.
At length, with the board taken from the bulwark and laying on the deck, the men stood, quietly, side by side, gazing away to the north and the mountain of Raheen, sunshine sparkling on the crests of waves.
“Tyrane, would you fetch Captain Balhaggan? We should return his ship to him, and his crew to their stations.”
“Aye, my lord.”
The men of Goria stood with hands on the rail, proud and tall, their duty done, their future uncertain.
“M’lud,” Balhaggan’s gruff voice announced from behind Gawain’s right shoulder.
“Captain. Our first task is done, my compliments to you and your crew.”
“Thank you, m’lud, I’ll be sure to have the first officer pass it on to the men. Set course for Porthmorl?”
“No. Our course is northwest. We follow the coast again, to the mouth of the Eramak, there to put men ashore.”
“The Eramak! That’s hostile waters, m’lud, you sure you want to be venturing there? Even at this time of year Empire ships are sighted off the coast of the Old Kingdom.”
“The Eramak, Captain, if you please.”
“Aye, m’lud, nor’ west it be, though I’m obliged to note the course and bearings in my log, King’s Orders or no.”
“I’ve no objection to that, Captain. Your estimate of when we’ll arrive?”
Balhaggan grimaced, eyed the sky and the shore and sniffed the air, then shrugged. “Six days, with fair winds and no surprises. Maybe a bit less.”
“Thank you.”
The Captain saluted, and as he made his way aft to the poop deck and the wheel, piped a short blast on a small tin whistle, a clarion for the crew who emerged from the hatches moments later and scurried about their business.
“His Majesty won’t like it, my lord,” Tyrane sighed. “You’re risking one of his most prized ships and captains to put men he considers sworn enemies ashore on their own soil.”
Gawain smiled, and when he saw the immense astonishment and gratitude shining from the still-damp eyes of the men of Goria staring at him, shrugged.
“Our oaths we kept, and ended when we sent that foul thing to the bottom. But I made another promise, another oath, and I mean to keep it. Whatever consequences there may be for me when finally we return to Callodon and Brock’s Hall, I’ll deal with them then.”
Tyrane nodded, and smiled. Allazar sniffed, and turned away to wipe his eyes, mumbling something about salt spray stinging.
Gawain turned to face Berek, and his men. “There’s been an honourable truce between us since we shared the terror of the shadow aboard a barge in Calhaneth. I gave you my word, safe passage through eastern lands and back to the west. The keys you each have I hope will suffice to convince your Emperor that your oaths to him were fulfilled, should he be an imbecile and not trust to your word alone. It’s my hope all of you arrive safely back home, and that he doesn’t reward you with more mouths to feed than you can afford.”
They smiled at that, and nodded. Berek looked Gawain straight in the eyes, and touched his heart briefly in salute.
“It’s true our honour-bond ended when the box went into the sea. But we were bound by respect if nothing else to remain true to the truce we agreed. We’ll honour you once more, Gawain of Raheen, and keep this truce, and when we watch you sail away to the east, our feet dry on Empire soil once more, we’ll keep alive the hope that you and all here return to your homes and your hearths, in peace. I am Berek, Imperator Praetor of the First Zanatheum Cohort, and though I speak also for my men, I do not doubt I have no need to where this honour-bond is concerned.”
“Aye,” Prester and Loryan announced, standing tall in their humble garb.
Sails unfurled, orders were shouted, men worked diligently all about them, and the Melusine dipped her prow as if in salute to the honourable men aboard, and picked up speed, heading northwest.
 
For four days and nights the Melusine sailed quietly and steadily along the coast of Pellarn, and apart from a couple of small fishing smacks, little more than sails on the north-eastern horizon, even Balhaggan had to admit there’d been no surprises.
They saw little of the coast, and when they did there was little to see, and nothing of the fishing villages and harbours of Pellarn that Gawain vaguely remembered from his geography lessons. Not that he’d paid much attention to them at the time. He’d thought of asking to see Balhaggan’s charts, but decided against it; the ship’s captain was obliged to follow Gawain’s orders, but it was clear from the demeanour of the men aboard that they weren’t happy sailing into hostile territory. It was just as well, Tyrane had said in confidence, that the captain and crew knew nothing about Berek and his men, nor their origins.
Now, on the eve of their arrival in the region of the Eramak, Balhaggan had the ship hove to, preferring to approach close to the Gorian coast in daylight, the better to sight an enemy. Gawain refrained from mentioning that daylight would also allow an enemy to sight the Melusine, but knowing nothing of seamanship or nautical battles, remained silent.
It was a clear night, stars beginning to twinkle as twilight turned to dusk, and Gawain and Berek stood together near the bows, gazing out at the distant horizon and the undulations of the land just visible against the iron-grey wash of the sky.
“Tomorrow, with luck, you’ll be ashore. Will you wait for a ship to take you back to Zanatheum?”
“I don’t know. That’s a question I’ve only recently begun considering. The Goth-lord Maraciss knows his forces lost the Orb. He’ll doubtless still be looking for us on the west bank of the Ostern, or in the hills around the coast near the region you call the South-halt. I do not doubt that he has his spies in Zanatheum just as we have ours in Simatheum. It’s also possible he may have learned of our plans to carry the device to the Eramak and to take ship there.”
“You’ll all need to be careful, then. Armunland belonged to Salaman Goth, so said our friends who fled that province. And that means it now belongs to Maraciss. I’m sorry I can’t take you further north than there.”
“It’s further than any of us ever believed we’d find ourselves, Raheen. You Eastlanders are truly nothing like we imagined.”
“We’ve all learned much about each other on this journey of ours, Berek. I would that history did not make enemies of us, especially since now we face a common threat from Morloch and his minions.”
“History is what it is. There is much about your ways and beliefs which we find alien and thus abhorrent. Doubtless you will say the same of ours.”
“True. Yet we stood together, and fought together as allies. Perhaps one day others of our lands will do likewise, in friendship.”
“Perhaps. Will trouble find you from this Brock of Callodon, for the keeping of your word to us?”
Gawain shrugged. “I doubt it. Certainly not as much trouble as you’ll all doubtless face on your long journey home.”
“It’s a big land, and with the Goth-lords rising, we’ll have many allies to aid us along the way. Maraciss holds Simatheum, but others are rising around him who regard his southern city with envious eyes. When word reaches them that he’s failed to obtain what he and the darkweasels believed to be a devastating elvish weapon, Maraciss will likely find himself far too busy to bother with three Imperial guards.”
“I hope so. And Pellarn? What will become of Pellarn?”
Berek shook his head. “I do not know. It was to have been sacrificed in a show of the Orb’s force and the Goth-lord’s power, of that I’m certain. Now that the wealthy and powerful have abandoned it, I cannot say. Perhaps the Resistance will rise up and reclaim the land for their own, who can say? It is one thing to conquer a land, quite another to hold it when all who dwell therein resist your will.
“Perhaps, in spite, Maraciss will fire the Castletown and leave Pellarn a smouldering ruin, and withdraw his Simanian legion back across the Eramak. If the other Goth-lords prod him to the north and west, he may need to recall his forces to Simatheum anyway. If Loryan and Prester and I, or any one of us, survive to advise the Emperor of our success in destroying the Orb, it may even be an Imperial Legion knocking on Simatheum’s door sooner rather than later.”
Gawain had a sudden thought, and frowned. “Does the Emperor have spies in Callodon?”
“Not that I know of, Raheen. Why do you ask?”
“Men claiming to be of the Pellarn Resistance have made their way across the River Ostern, though our forces are suspicious of their origin. They seem more warrior than slave.”
“Pellarn was annexed by Maraciss almost seventeen years ago now,” Berek said quietly, as a crewman padded past them to test and adjust rigging. “The Goth-lord has no reason to risk open war with eastern lands. If there are Simanian spies in Callodon it would likely be for one of two reasons; the first, to ensure there would be no interference with their attempt on the Orb, and the second, to reassure Maraciss that after your victory in the north, Eastland forces were not preparing to retake Pellarn before the Orb was in his possession.”
“That’s reassuring.”
“You have no spies of your own in Pellarn Province?”
Gawain shrugged. “None from Raheen, and no others I’ve been made aware of.”
“It would be easy enough to plant them. Send them up into the forest to cross the Ostern north of the castle town and its outlying villages, up where I and my men entered the forest. It’s not well-guarded. Most of the Simanian regulars patrol the west bank of the river in the region of Jarn. If you have a map, I’ll gladly show you.”
“Actually, I do,” Gawain smiled, and pulled from his tunic the flat-folded leather map he’d carried since Brock had given it to him so long ago.
“Here,” Berek jabbed a finger, pointing at a bulge in the forest well to the west of where Calhaneth would be, were it marked on the map. “If they continue due west after crossing the Ostern and then approach the castle from the north, they’ll be able to mingle with the locals. Make sure they dress poorly, carry no weapons bigger than a boot knife, and are subservient to any and all who might speak to them.”
“Thank you, Berek.”
“Bah. When we ourselves entered Pellarn we did so from the south, carrying baskets of fruit and vegetables. The market was a good meeting place. We were told to look for arrangements of items in groups of six. Six apples, six oranges, six tomatoes, that kind of thing. Whether that sign has been discovered and since changed, I cannot say. But there you are, that’s the best I can give you.”
“Again, thank you. If nothing else, it might appease Brock of Callodon a little when next I meet him. Are you and the men ready for tomorrow?”
“Yes, thank you. Your man Tyrane has given us clothing, and provisions which should keep us hale until we find allies. The men admire you greatly, Gawain. They will be sorry to leave, though glad to go. I would that I were held as high in their esteem.”
“You are, Berek. It’s only the customs of your land which prevent them from showing it.”
Berek nodded his gratitude for the compliment, and then gazed away to the distant coast now unseen in the darkness. “How are your hands, Raheen, their colour seems to be returning to normal.”
“Yes, thank you for asking, they are more pink than red now. I still cannot feel anything. Even so simple a thing as drawing a map from my pocket requires my eyes to ensure I’ve grasped it and not my shirt.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too. Allazar says the feeling will return in time. Perhaps it will.”
“That immense blade of yours doubtless spared you a worse fate. If it’d been a shortsword you struck the creature with, I don’t doubt you’d have lost both your arms to the beast. Do you think it’s dead? That shadow?”
“I’m never going back to Calhaneth to find out.”
“Nor I.”
They smiled at that, and shared a comfortable silence, listening to the waves lapping against the hull. It was a peaceful sound, and fitting.
 
Balhaggan doubled the watch that night, and the men of the Orbquest spent a little time in quiet contemplation, sharing each other’s company and a bottle of the captain’s port wine for what they knew would be their last night together. One of the Melusine’s longboats was already prepared for sea on the port side of the ship, a visible reminder in the gloom of a moonless night that dawn would see sails set for a fast run northwest close to the shore, and a sad parting of unlikely allies. Farewells would be hasty in the morning, the Captain had made it clear he wished to waste no time wallowing close to the shore in enemy territory.
Sleep was a long time coming in the cabin, though no-one was awake below decks to see the moon rise three hours past midnight.
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62. Ripples
 
“I don’t like it, m’lud, I don’t like it at all.”
“Nor I, Captain. What do you make of it, could a storm have wrecked the vessel?”
They were staring at the beached skeleton of what had once been a ship, perhaps half the size of their own, its ribs exposed by great holes in the hull, the beach strewn with the rope-tangled wreckage of mast and spar. Balhaggan had sailed a fast and watchful four miles past the mouth of the Eramak and then swung the Melusine about, drawing her close inshore the better to launch the port longboat intending, once it had returned, to make a fast run back to the southeast.
“Storm wouldn’t have made holes like that. Fire did that, I reckon, when she was already on her side.”
“What was she?”
The captain shrugged. “Fast sloop from the north. Raider maybe, bit small for a slaver. She’s lying with her bow to the north, as though taken while running nor’ west away from the mouth of the river.”
“Reesen?”
“Nai, miThal, no lights.”
“Can the longboat make it to shore and back through those waves?”
“Aye, m’lud, it can. Those breakers are mild.”
“Berek, is this too far from the Eramak for your purpose?”
“No, Raheen,” Berek shook his head, choosing his words carefully in the presence of the ship’s captain. “We can proceed on foot from here.”
“Good. Here then, Captain.”
“Aye m’lud,” Balhaggan saluted and turned, barking terse orders at his crew, men rushing to their stations.
“Honour to you, Berek, and good fortune,” Gawain offered his arm, and the Imperator took it. “Speed your journey.”
“And yours, Raheen. Honour to you, and farewell.”
Arms were clasped, the farewells short, earnest, and made in haste, and not simply because the captain was anxious to be on his way. The expressions on all their faces spoke of hope, and friendship, and the very real grief of parting, and the quicker that parting was made, the more their dignity would be spared.
In no time, it seemed, the longboat was in the water, the men of Goria clumsily boarding, and then the boat’s crew nimbly took their places, cast off the lines and struck out for the shore.
“Big men, my lord.” Tyrane said softly, standing to Gawain’s left and watching the longboat riding the swells towards the beach.
“And honourable, too. They were a surprise, of the good kind. I hope they all see their home again.”
“Alas,” Allazar sighed from his right, “I do not think we shall ever know their fate, nor they ours. Sometimes the ripples of our own lives touch far distant shores, and the lives of others, and we know not the outcome. We can only hope that where the ripples touch, they do so kindly.”
Sails fluttered and snapped in the breezes, the Melusine riding at anchor, and most aboard were watching the steady progress of the longboat. Balhaggan paced on the poop deck, arms folded, his gaze flitting from the beach to the tell-tale pennants atop his masts and back at the longboat again.
“Our captain is nervous,” Tyrane muttered.
“It’s the carcass of the ship on the beach,” Allazar eyed the wreckage again. “I doubt any ship’s captain would be comfortable in sight of such catastrophe.”
“I’m not, either,” Gawain mumbled.
“No. But the boat is nearing the shore now, passing through the waves. We’ll all feel easier once it’s back aboard and we’re bound for Porthmorl.” Allazar suddenly frowned. “We are bound for Porthmorl, Longsword?”
Gawain smiled. “Why, did you think I had it in mind to invade Zanatheum or something?”
“Your decision to come here was something of a surprise. I believe I and Major Tyrane assumed we would return to Porthmorl after disposing of the Orb, and then see our three friends across the Ostern at the Jarn Gap.”
“Why do you think I had Balhaggan sail south of Raheen?”
“Yes, I did wonder at that, my lord, but thought it out of respect to your homeland.”
Gawain smiled again. “I thought you all might. If I’d said it was because the Orb’s burial site was more than halfway to the Eramak you’d have guessed my intent. I decided I’d spare Brock the dilemma of having to decide between his vow and my word.”
Tyrane grinned. “He still won’t like it, y’know.”
“I know. But there’s bugger-all he can do about it now. Look. They’re ashore. Wet boots, though, by the looks. Again.”
“They each have a spare pair, my lord.”
“You really do think of everything, don’t you, Tyrane?”
“Alas, no, my lord, or I’d have seen through your ruse of sailing us south of Raheen.”
The longboat was ploughing its way back through the breakers, bobbing up and down and occasionally disappearing from view. Ashore, the three praetorians dressed in non-descript cheapcloth moved up the beach to the foot of the rise, and turned to face the ship. Hands were raised, and all those watching aboard saw sunshine glinting off the swords they held aloft in salute.
Gawain and the others raised their hands, and waved back, and then the men of Goria turned, and began their long journey home. Though they couldn’t see it from aboard the Melusine, those men of the Empire cast frequent glances over their left shoulders, back at the ship, until the longboat was safely back aboard, anchors weighed, and sails set for the long run southeast.
 
An hour after setting sail and heading south-southwest they passed the mouth of the Eramak, the ship heeling slightly in the onshore breezes, all sails taut.
“Captain’s in a hurry,” Gawain noted.
“Arr. Me too. I’m glad me mates got back to their homeland an’ all, melord, but now’s the time for us to back to ours, I reckon. The grog stuff these sailor blokes drink is a bit rough fer the likes o’ me.”
“Are you sure you’ve sampled enough of it to make an accurate assessment?”
“Heh, narr, melord. I know what I likes, an’ sad to say, sailor’s grog ain’t it.”
“MiThal…”
“Reesen.”
The elf was pale, and had been since they’d boarded the ship. His had been a voyage made miserable by seasickness. He was frowning, and trying to shield his eyes against the glare of the sun reflecting off the water.
“Wots up, mate?” Ognorm asked, suddenly concerned. “Not going to chuck yer brekkie overboard are you?”
“Nai, mifrith… See dark, maybe.”
“Dwarfspit. Where, Reesen?”
The elf pointed towards the shore, to the right of the east bank of the Eramak.
Eyes strained, but nothing was visible to the naked eye this far offshore.
“Low or high?”
Reesen shrugged. “Short time, miThal. Sorry.”
Gawain frowned. “Tyrane, have Balhaggan adjust his course to take us further out to sea. Tell him we’re worried about a possible enemy sighting inshore.”
“Aye, my lord.”
“What d’you reckon it is, melord? They got things that can go in the water?”
“I haven’t memorised Allazar’s book completely yet, but I’ve read it cover to cover on our voyage and no, there’s nothing in it about sea-creatures. Allazar?”
“No, Longsword. There is no record in the Pangoricon of such creatures.”
The ship’s head slowly swung further south, men rushing to trim sails.
“Captain Balhaggan would have us join him by the wheel, my lord. If we come under attack he wants you there to speed decision-making.”
“Good idea, Tyrane. Reesen might get a better view from there, it’s higher at the back than here.”
“Stern, Longsword.”
“Very, if you’re not careful.”
“Ah.”
Balhaggan looked worried, and mumbled something about onshore breezes and tacking which meant nothing at all to Gawain. They stood at the port side bulwark on the poop deck, all eyes turned towards the receding shoreline.
“Ship-poop.” Reesen whispered, standing at Gawain’s right. “Old ship-poop.”
“Arr, well dunmate,” Gawain whispered in reply, trying not to grin. “Very old ship-poop. See anything now?”
“No… wait… Arr, dark, low, Graken maybe!” And Reesen pointed to the north-eastern horizon.
“Graken!” Gawain called over his shoulder, “From the northeast!”
“Action stations!” Balhaggan cried, and the sailor at the wheel reached out to ring the ship’s bell, hard and fast.
The resting watch from below decks burst up through the hatches, bringing with them all manner of objects and devices Gawain didn’t recognise, and began assembling them together with practiced ease. Catapults and arbalests began springing up around the ship.
Ognorm disappeared through the hatch and down the aft gangway, reappearing moments later with Reesen’s bow and quiver.
“Here y’are, mate.”
“Arr thanks mate,” Reesen replied with a pale smile, seasickness forgotten, and slung the quiver over his shoulder.
“Low, come fast, go past,” Reesen announced, pointing further north now.
“Moving to cross the bow,” Tyrane called.
“Hold yer course, stand to in the bows!” Balhaggan shouted.
They glimpsed it now, flying low, hugging the sea, occasionally disappearing as the ship dipped into the valleys of the swells.
“Loop now,” Reesen announced, pointing towards the bow of the ship and around.
“Starboard side make ready! Target low and fast!”
Arbalests were cranked, steel prods bending and wire-rope strings straining as latches were set. Gawain’s group rushed to the starboard side, and saw the Graken and its rider sweeping up, gaining a little altitude, the rider leaning over the creature’s neck, short rod extended in his right hand. Familiar black balls of smoky fire began to drop, casting up great spouts of water as it sped down the starboard side and wheeled away out to sea.
“It’s trying to turn us in towards the lee shore!” Balhaggan cried.
“I presume that’s bad?” Gawain called over his shoulder.
“It’s what did for that sloop!”
“Ah. Allazar, can you loose upon it?”
“It was too far out, and if it comes closer, I risk striking the sails, masts, and ropes.”
“Rigging.”
“A rude word you’ve learned from Berek?”
“No, a nautical word for ‘ropes’ I’ve learned from Tyrane.”
“There!” Reesen pointed, and nocked an arrow.
The Graken was approaching from the southwest, spearing in towards their bow and the rider already leaning forward to loose his fire across their path.
“Starboard side! Shoot at will!”
Men hunched over sights on the arbalests, and began loosing their bolts. Gawain saw the projectiles streaking into the sky, grappinbows in miniature but still highly lethal. But the arbalesters weren’t used to shooting at targets moving at great speed and on the wing, and the steel missiles missed by country miles.
One of the catapults at the starboard bow loosed, and a cloud of shining objects shot into the air ahead of the Graken which tried desperately to evade them, flinging itself through a ninety-degree turn to the southeast, left wing high. Holes appeared in that wing, and the Graken screeched in pain.
“Reload! Reload with deck-rake!” Balhaggan shouted. “Ease the helm to port there or stall the sails!”
The Graken wheeled high, losing speed as it climbed, looping around for another run down the starboard side.
“Why doesn’t it pass overhead and shower us with its fire?” Allazar called.
“It wants us aground!” Balhaggan replied, “Don’t ask me why!”
“It wants us alive and the ship intact to be searched!” Gawain announced, and Allazar gasped. “Bring it down! Allazar, loose upon it as it passes if you can!”
“Starboard side! Starboard side!” Balhaggan cried, and sure enough, the Graken began its swooping run, low, perhaps fifty feet above the water and moving fast.
Fireballs began dropping from either side of the beast’s long and slender neck, the sea erupting a hundred yards ahead of the starboard bow. The catapults and arbalests both began shooting, the men now understanding the speed of the creature and the length of the lead needed against it. More clouds of shiny objects burst upwards from the catapults, and bolts from the arbalests. Reesen loosed his arrow, and a moment later the aft catapult loosed its charge of deck-rake into the sky.
Great plumes of seawater burst over the bulwarks and onto the weather deck, and Allazar loosed his mighty tree of lightning skyward. The last they saw of the Graken and its rider when the spray had cleared were the larger of its burning pieces floating on the waves in their wake, plumes of purple smoke whipped away by the breezes.
When the cheering subsided, the ship’s bell rang again, restoring order.
“Stand down!” Balhaggan shouted, and whistles were piped, weapons disassembled and taken below.
In less than a minute, the Melusine looked as graceful and serene as ever, an aged maiden aunt homeward bound where before there’d been a spitfire harpy bristling with sharp weaponry.
“Deck-rake?” Gawain asked the captain.
“Aye, m’lud. It’s what the catapults are mostly for. Raking the decks, or launching fire into an enemy’s sails or onto their decks. You there,” Balhaggan called to a sailor, “Fetch me a bit o’ the deck-rake charge.”
“Aye, Serre!” and the mariner disappeared below decks, returning moments later with an object he handed to the captain.
“It’s not much to look at,” Balhaggan said, passing the wicked piece of heavy, jagged metal to Gawain. “But a bucket-load of it sweeping across the decks makes short work of the hardest of men.”
Gawain grimaced, and handed the piece of shrapnel to Allazar, who quickly passed it Ognorm, who, when Reesen refused it, quickly passed it back to the captain.
“Can you say why it wanted us aground, m’lud, or is that a matter for King’s Orders?”
“I believe the reason for King’s Orders is the reason for it wanting us aground, Captain. That other vessel, too. The sooner we’re back in friendly waters, the better.”
“Aye, m’lud.”
 
Later, in the privacy of a cabin now a little more comfortable for three less men in it, the four of the Orbquest and Tyrane ate a frugal lunch, wary of surprising stomachs still sensitive to the ship’s motion.
“You think it was seeking the Orb, Longsword?”
“Yes. I fear the Goth-lord Maraciss did indeed learn of Berek’s plans to travel up the southern shore of Pellarn to the Eramak to take ship back to Zanatheum. Silence from the dark wizards we destroyed in the forest would’ve alerted Maraciss to the fact that Imperial forces, or the Pellarn Resistance, had acquired the Orb.”
“Then our mates will have a tough time of getting ‘ome, melord.”
“Not necessarily. If the enemy are still looking for ships, they won’t be looking ashore in the province of Armunland. I think if any three men could make it home, it’d be those three.”
“Arr. ‘Ope so.”
“What concerns me more is the sheer number of ‘spitsucking darkweasels the enemy seem to have at their disposal. Is there no end to the vakin things? We’ve faced more of them these past weeks than we did at the Battle of Far-gor!”
Allazar sighed. “Our friend Jaxon told us of the darkness, sweeping down from the north. While we faced the Ramoth streaming south from the Teeth into our lands, perhaps in the west they faced streams of dark wizards pouring into theirs. And now, with the second rising of Goth-lords in the Empire, there is no telling how many infest the lands west of the river Ostern.”
“Which begs a question,” Gawain stretched out his legs, leaning back against the bulkhead to the side of his bunk. “If it’s the Goth-lord Maraciss holding the south-eastern provinces of Goria, and Pellarn, who was it attacking the western flank of Elvendere in the north?”
Allazar blinked. “Morloch, surely?”
Gawain shrugged.
“If indeed such an attack was made,” Tyrane said quietly. “We have no way of knowing if it was.”
“Good point,” Gawain acknowledged.
“Well,” Allazar yawned, “We have some sixteen days at sea to ponder such matters. And thereafter, it’s a long way back to Tarn.”
“True,” Gawain sighed, the yawn infectious in the small cabin. “What day is it?”
“Hmm? Today is the fifth day of April, Longsword.”
“Then it’ll be the middle of June by the time we get back.”
“Assuming his Majesty doesn’t have you all imprisoned for aiding and abetting men of the Imperial Guard in their trespass of Callodon,” Tyrane yawned in turn.
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63. Surprises
 
The voyage southeast from the Eramak to the southern tip of Callodon was uneventful save for two squally days and nights which had the five landlubbers confined to cabin, bunk and hammock. Those two days were a pitching, rolling, heaving misery for them, which left Balhaggan and his salty crew shaking their heads in wonder at the fragility of those who’d never put to sea but once. According to the captain, the weather lashing the deck and whipping the sea into a frothing, heaving mass was merely ‘bracing.’
Once they’d rounded the headland and the prow swung northeast, progress was smoother and, apart from April showers, far kinder to stomachs still too sensitive for anything heartier than hard-baked biscuits and occasional frak or salt pork. However, by the time they put in to Port Yarris to take on water and provisions, even Reesen was finding his sea-legs.
There was little for them to do during the voyage, except talk and read, with Ognorm and Reesen mostly engaged in the former, lessons in the common tongue undertaken with greater enthusiasm once sea legs were finally discovered. Gawain and Allazar spent a great deal of time on deck, discussing the contents of the compendium of things they hoped never to encounter, and remembering the shock and the horror of things they already had.
The skin on Gawain’s hands and arms had returned to its normal hue, no outward signs of any injury at all. But still he had no feeling in either, though he was sure the uppermost extent of the numbness was creeping, albeit slowly, from elbow towards wrist. Allazar took this to be an encouraging sign, though the healing process seemed much slower than he’d expected.
 
On the final evening of the voyage, Balhaggan announcing that if the wind stayed fair they’d make Porthmorl harbour shortly after dawn, Gawain, Allazar, and Reesen stood together at the stern, gazing at the foaming wake and marvelling at the occasional flying fish that launched themselves briefly from it.
Their conversation was quiet, and undertaken in a curious mixture of Ognorm’s lazy speech and elvish. For Gawain, though, it was Reesen’s smile that was encouraging. The elf had finally, it seemed, come to understand that humour was not only acceptable to his Thal, but in times of great stress, valuable, and perhaps even expected now that he was no longer a thalangard of Elvenheth.
“Birdy-fish!” Gawain pointed, and smiled.
“Arr, well dunmate,” Reesen announced, eyebrow arching.
“Birdy-fish, birdy-fish, birdy-fish, three birdy-fishes.”
Allazar chuckled, and Reesen’s face finally cracked into a broad grin.
Gawain was suddenly struck by how little he really knew of the Ranger, quietly acknowledging that the dwarf dozing below in the cabin probably knew a lot more about the elf than he did.
“Are you married, Reesen? Do you have a wife, in Elvendere or in Tarn?”
Allazar translated.
“Nai,” was the simple reply.
Gawain nodded. “No children, that you know about?”
Again Allazar translated, and Reesen shook his head before uttering a quiet stream of elvish again.
“In Elvendere, it’s the female’s choice whether she has children or not, so it’s possible but unlikely.”
“Really?”
“Isst, miThal. Really.”
“What exactly does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” Allazar confessed, looking surprised and faintly puzzled.
“I wasn’t asking you, beardwit, I was asking him.”
“Ah. Apologies.”
There was a pause.
“Well go on then! By the Teeth, a month without a rabbit and you’re useful as orse-poop.”
“Ah, my apologies!” Allazar smiled, and translated Gawain’s question.
Reesen frowned, looking at them as though they were idiots, Gawain especially. “Edscratchy. Elfin choose.”
Gawain sighed. “Well that’s as clear as mud.”
“I’ll rephrase the question, Longsword.”
“Might’ve known it was your fault.”
There followed a long conversation, in elvish, during which Reesen made many gestures and Allazar’s eyebrows arched higher and higher in surprise. At length, slack jawed, Allazar blinked and stared at the elf.
“Really?”
“Isst, vizarrn, really. No orse-poop.”
Allazar turned his surprised gaze to Gawain, and blinked again.
“Well? What did he say?”
“He said that apparently there is a significant difference in matters of biology between ladies of elfkind and humankind.”
“Not that I’ve noticed.”
“Yes, well, I don’t think he was referring specifically to anatomy, Longsword.”
“What was he referring to, then?”
“Apparently, ladies of elfkind literally can choose whether or not to conceive, even after… uhm… mating, shall we say.”
Gawain blinked.
“Really?”
Reesen nodded, earnestly. “No orse-poop, miThal.”
“And,” Allazar added, “What is more, they can, if they so wish, delay that decision for up to a year following the, uhm, mating, shall we say.”
Gawain blinked again, and stared first at Allazar, and then at Reesen.
The elf nodded.
“A year?”
“So he said.”
“Arr, a year.”
“It permits them, Reesen said, to decide whether or not their mate is worthy or not.”
“Worthy? Worthy of what?”
“Fatherhood, I suppose,” Allazar blinked.
“If this is orse-poop I shan’t be happy,” Gawain murmured, gazing at them both and looking for the slightest signs of duplicity. There were none.
“A year?”
“Arr, miThal. A year. Look! Birdy-fish!”
Gawain blinked.
 
Later, when Gawain and Allazar were alone and walking slowly around the deck, he turned to the wizard, his voice matching the concern on his face.
“Do you remember the road to Jarn, Allazar, when we left the Downland Pass last year?”
“I shall never forget it. Though it would help if you told me which part of that journey you’re referring to. What is it, Longsword? I’ve seen these signs in you before and they do not bode well.”
“I was referring to the part where the Kraal-beast attacked.”
“Ah. Your magnificent insanity, and Master Arramin’s brave stand with a silvertree sapling in the face of thundering death.”
“Yes.”
“What of it?”
“It was July, wasn’t it?”
The wizard frowned. “Yes, though it was the end of that month when we set out with the refugees from Goria. What are you driving at, Longsword, what ails you so?”
Gawain drew in a deep breath. “It was the last time Elayeen and I were together, alone. I have not been permitted to touch her since.”
“Ah…” Allazar felt a curious sense of alarm rising from deep within him.
“On the road to Jarn, when I rode the back of the Kraal-beast, it was Eldengaze I saw standing in the cart above Arramin. It was she, loosing arrows at the beast. It was she, who would’ve shot me from the creature at thirty yards to give Arramin a clear field for his white fire. I remember the agony after the fall, after I killed the beast. I remember looking up, Allazar, and seeing her standing there, cold as ice, staring back down at me. She would have killed me to give the others a chance for life, and now I know why.”
The wizard stopped, and stared at Gawain.
“Don’t you see, Allazar? She said I stumbled around with no idea of the consequences of my deeds. At Ferdan I worried that my deed was done, and now I know it was. I know why she would’ve shot me off the back of the Kraal and I know why she refused to let me touch her. And now, finally, we know the duty she spoke of, but refused to reveal.
“On the road to battle at the Far-gor she said to me, I have a duty too. The circles in the hall of your fathers have wrought changes in me, just as they have wrought changes in Allazar. And in you.
“In Rak’s house, after she’d told us the story of Issilene, and spoke of the treachery of Toorsencreed, she said that the sword and circles were created to prevent Morloch’s return. The Sight, the Word and the Deed were created to hold Morloch’s forces in check, together, and to bring about the new age. That age is almost upon us. Until it is, you, and I, and Allazar, still have our duties to perform. Those were her words.”
“Longsword…”
“She couldn’t go to Calhaneth, Allazar. I cannot return to Calhaneth. I cannot return to the forest… That’s what she said. Not, I will not, or should not, or would not, but cannot. Just as she can’t be throth-bound to me. Allazar... Elayeen is carrying my seed, and if she isn’t already, she shall, before our return to Tarn, be carrying our child.”
 
The night was a long one, and in truth, none of the three sleeping in the cabin understood why Gawain and Allazar spent it standing alone together on deck, watching for the lights of Porthmorl. For their part, Gawain and Allazar stood side by side, and silently, each with their own thoughts, watching the waves pass by as the prow dipped and rose gently, the Melusine’s timbers creaking and rigging humming in the wind.
Gawain’s mind reeled. What little strange aquamire had made its way into him through his blade gave him flashes of insight which served only to add to the truth both he and the wizard now, finally, understood. Gawain was not necessary to Elayeen’s decision. Gawain had not been necessary to that decision since Eldengaze had risen to ascendency along the Jarn Road. Another memory leapt to the fore with aquamire clarity:
 
It was the circles that made us possible, G’wain.
And the circles that broke us, Elayeen.
Yes, though they did so for good reason. Don’t you see, G’wain? We are only the beginning of the story, and our part in it is not yet done. Don’t abandon me now. Please.
 
He sighed, and Allazar took it as a sign that he was about to speak, and waited expectantly. But Gawain said nothing.
Then, as the sky began to take on a brighter hue and stars began to fade, Gawain turned to the wizard and spoke for the first time in hours.
“What day is this, Allazar?”
“It is the twenty first day of April, Longsword. We lost a little time in the storms.”
“I will turn twenty-one years of age, somewhere on the plains of Juria, somewhere just north of that Dwarfspit Hallencloister. And before I am twenty-two I shall be a father. How is this possible?”
“Are you angry with our lady for keeping this from you?”
“I don’t know. I am too dazed to be angry. Too much has happened. I would that she had told me.”
“If you had known, you likely would not have left her side.”
“I know. I meant, I wish she had told me, when first we were married. When first we were throth-bound. About the differences between elfkind and humankind.”
“Perhaps she did not expect to have to make such a decision. In normal circumstances, the year would stretch ahead of you both starting afresh each night of your wedded lives. It was only after the circles and the sundering of your throth, all choice was taken from her.”
“Vakin eldenbeards.”
“I agree.”
Activity about the ship increased, sails were furled, the ship’s speed dropped, and her head turned towards the gap in the harbour wall where already the rope boom was being lowered for their approach. Ognorm, Reesen and Tyrane emerged on deck, and Gawain and Allazar picked their way through coils of rope and fenders to join them on the poop deck, watching as the squat tower on the harbour wall slipped quietly past them on the starboard side.
Oars were deployed, and the brigantine Melusine sculled towards the dockside, where, surprisingly, a large group of Callodon Guard and horses were assembling. Gawain’s melancholy mood was noted, and voices were muted. Even Ognorm seemed fretful at the odd demeanour displayed by the king and his wizard.
“What do that lot want, I wonder?” Tyrane muttered, as much to himself as to the others.
“Probably come to arrest us for aiding and abetting Imperial Praetorians,” Gawain sighed. “Knowing my luck.”
Oars were shipped, the vessel’s stern swung around, fenders were deployed over the side and the Melusine bumped gently against the dock, lines hurled ashore and tied off with practiced ease.
The gangplank was lifted into position, and Gwyn whinnied a welcome, blue eyes blazing, tail swishing happily. Gawain managed a thin smile, but couldn’t seem to shirk the weight that had suddenly seemed to press down on him in the night.
“That’s Verdon, a lieutenant of the King’s Couriers,” Tyrane announced, and they watched a young officer in a grubby uniform scurry up gangplank and aboard without waiting for permission.
He strode directly towards them, his face distinctly worried.
“My lord Vex?” he announced, not quite sure who was who.
“I’m he,” Gawain announced.
“My lord… news from the north. Your lady is besieged, at Dun Meven.”
 
oOo
 
End of Book 5. The Chronicles will continue in Book 6
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