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THE MISSION OF THE 4 companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

But, catching up with the kaerlings is anything but simple.

The kaerlings are ahead of the companions, and have reached their stronghold, Orosturbe, in the land of Jargoiden.

The four companions have finally reached the shores of Jargoiden but have been separated from each other in an ambush.

Tari and Erl have lost the path and are now wandering in a misty pine forest. They have no idea where their companions, Lored and Otta are. Otta’s last instructions to her brother and the treu-priestess, were to head back to Port Haru no Hana.

The events in Ghost Wolf take place at the same time as the events in Belira.
Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Jargoiden

Zangilan Ashurol

Day 11 - 25
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Chapter One
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High Priest Zkha Elkenril stood before the dark mirror and pool as he kindled fire in his ancient, lined palm.

Zkha Elkenril was his formal name. In day to day life, he was referred to as High Priest Kenril. Cold fire burned noiselessly in his hand, illuminating deep lines that criss-crossed his skin. With slow, deliberate movements, the long-boned ilkiendu lit three candles made of beeswax and oak gall. The flames wavered in the cool air of the subterranean shrine and Kenril clenched his fist, extinguishing the fire.

When he spoke, he used the ancient speech belonging to the iendu race from before the First Age of the world. His people had changed the meaning and pronunciation of some phrases and added others over the centuries, but still the iendu words held power in both their structure and utterance. He let the sounds flow across his tongue and lips, taking pleasure in the feel of the staccato rhythm and surging energy rising around him.

When the incantation was complete, he reached out a gaunt arm and scooped up some of the water in the still pool, splashing his face three times. Summoning ritual complete, he turned to the darkened mirror and waited.

The polished rock reflected his image dimly, revealing his bony frame and long face with its large nose, pale skin and eyes of light green. His deep purple robes hung tent-like on his body. Shimmering candlelight reflected off his bald pate and created a disconcerting flickering light in the obsidian depths of the pool. Behind him, water dropped with regular monotony from the arched ceiling.

He stared into the specular stone. This was no ordinary mirror. It was made of belira, fashioned by the ilkiendu in the First Age as a means to enhance communication with each other across the miles. This was the only one to survive the Sundering and Kenril had carefully preserved it through the millennia.

The Nameless Triune had selected Kenril to make his will known during the Second Age. After the god had been bound in fire and endless agony in the depths of the slumbering volcano, Kenril had tried once each century to reach out to him. Half a millennia had passed before the god broke one of his bonds and was able to reach into the High Priest’s soul.

Five hundred years ago, an item of power had left its birthing place on Falnaboldu and the god desired it. Kenril had sent out envoys to scour the world for this item, but no one could find it. Since that time, Kenril had contacted the god more frequently. These days he could go no more than a week without experiencing the dark caress of the deity.

Today was such a day. Very occasionally the god would call to him, burning his heart, searing his mind with his summons. The last time that had happened, had been a century ago, and shortly after that the deity had announced the item of power was now safely within the confines of Orosturbe. Kenril had once again set his agents to scouring the city, but none of them had found the artefact desired by the god.

He stared into the mirror seeing how the smooth black surface streaked with blue and gold now rippled with movement.

“Let me see your dark visage! Let me feel your immortal breath upon my face! Oh, Sleeping God, wake and speak with me!”

The rock reflected Kenril’s harsh features, but, as he felt the god approach, the lines of his face slipped and melted.

“Let me hear your terrible voice whisper in my ear! Let me see your dreams and be inspired! Oh, Burning God, let me share your sufferings!”

The specular stone appeared to undulate and buckle. Kenril stared in horror and fascination as his eyes in the mirror were consumed by glowing crimson orbs.

“Let me know your touch upon my heart! Let me feel your spirit stir within my soul! Oh, Raging God, let me be the channel for your anger!”

Kenril’s reflection in the mirror shifted and became something that burned with internal fire and pulsed with glowing embers. His lips remained closed as his appearance in the polished stone opened its mouth wide, revealing pointed copper teeth that glowed against the pulsating scarlet mouth and throat.

“The kaerling is wrong!”

A furnace blast of fetid air issued from the mirror, drying Kenril’s taut skin.

“The kaerlings are often wrong, my god. Which kaerling is incorrect about which issue?”

“The woman. The red-haired woman.”

“Lady Dia?” Kenril imagined the woman’s imperious face and the god nodded his dreadful head.

“She is wrong. The Ukka-Sharr is alive.”

Kenril felt a sense of relief. Dia’s recent written report that both the Ukka-Sharr and the Sacrifice were dead, had disturbed him greatly. He was still waiting to respond to her request for an audience with him; how he would proceed would depend on what the god commanded.

“This is good news, Hollow One. Where is she?”

The great head tilted to one side. “I can feel her. I cannot see her. She is protected, concealed. She must be found.”

“Yes, oh great god. What is the reason for her existence?” Kenril dared to ask such a question; the god had previously indicated his pleasure in the High Priest’s initiative.

“She can be turned. She will be a great ally to us.”

“It will be done.” Kenril smiled inwardly. He would enjoy Dia’s discomfort at this news.

“The Sacrifice is also alive.”

Kenril was momentarily speechless. “Are you sure?” The words were out of his mouth before he realised what he was saying.

“I feel her also. She is moving away, but we must make sure she is drawn to me.”

“Yes, Remorseless One.” Kenril bowed his head. “Where should we start looking for her?”

The dark god thrust his head forwards and the High Priest almost stepped back.

“I cannot tell where she is either. She too is protected. She must attend me here and draw the Unicorn to her side. Only then will I have victory.”

Kenril bent his head in acquiescence. The god had been unclear about the Unicorn’s role in the age to come. To cover his ignorance, the High Priest had simply told the kaerlings they would rule in the Unicorn’s name.

“Ukka-Sharr and the Sacrifice must bow before me,” the dark god reminded Kenril. “You will be greatly rewarded when that day comes...”

The image in the dark, reflective surface wavered, flickered and faded as though a candle had been snuffed. Kenril felt the disappointment of the god’s exit shiver through him as a cold breeze ruffled his purple robes. Silently, he extinguished the black candles and left the shrine, locking the metal-covered door behind him.

Ascending damp stone steps he stepped out into the cool rock corridors that honeycombed the centre of worship for both kaerling and ilkiendu. Moisture trickled in scant rivulets down the highly polished walls of jade, luminous moss furring the bottommost stones. The air echoed with sound of ilkiendu voices praising the Nameless Triune.

Ner hal’st k’aien il li zkh’ah irataryian.

The unceasing words faded then grew louder as Kenril drew near the heart of the Temple. The jade walls were replaced by blocks of ever gleaming belira. Stopping a passing acolyte, Kenril bade him send a message to Lady Dia of the House of Amethyst, summoning her to an audience with him at noon the following day. Then, murmuring the words of the paean beneath his breath, the High Priest entered the holy of holies.
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Chapter Two
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Ashlar Slate watched dark-armoured soldiers lining up corpses to one side of a muddied mess of congealed blood and mud. A smaller group of tall, pale-haired mercenaries dressed in leather appeared to be arguing with the commander of the armoured men. He wondered who dared defy kaerling men and felt Rue tense beside him. On the other side of her Stio shook his head silently.

They’d left Port Haru no Hana five days before, hoping to catch up with Lored and his companions, before they reached the Hill of Waiting. But, instead of finding the taku and his friends, they’d come across tracks that criss-crossed each other, and earlier in the day, they’d found several dead Imelese guards.

A circle of low rocks hid them from view just below the crest of a hill crowned by two ochre pillars. Their horses were hidden in a narrow vale to the west where the grass was lush. Ashlar’s red-haired Shamir hound, Karah, crouched beside him, watching the scene with interest. The turf was crushed by wagon wheels but there was no sign of the vehicles.

“Do you think that was Lored’s wagon train that was attacked?” Rue whispered softly.

“Possibly. Where are the wagons?”

Rue shrugged and wrinkled her nose at the stench of decaying flesh as the wind gusted down from the looming mountains a few miles ahead.

“How long have the bodies been there?” Stio murmured.

“Two, maybe three days,” Rue replied softly.

Ashlar glanced down at the older woman, noting how grey strands flecked her dark braid. “I agree. So it might not be Lored’s party.”

“But we wasted a lot of time yesterday, riding along the track leading up to that coniferous forest,” Stio pointed out. “We were at least one day behind them.”

Ashlar nodded at the broad-shouldered Kirridian warrior. “I hope they’re not dead.”

Stio snorted and Ashlar wondered if the warrior and Rue realised he was occasionally manipulating their thoughts.

“What do we do?” Rue asked.

“Wait until they’ve gone, then we go down and see what’s left,” the King’s Assassin told her.

“What’s that?”

A sulphurous scent drifted on the wind and the sound of a rising sea reached their ears. Ashlar stared north and laughed quietly, as Karah growled, hackles rising.

“Ever seen a sharresh-idenru?” He asked his companions in a low voice.

The Kirridians’ eyes opened wide as vast pinions folded back and an emerald-scaled creature landed with a low thump on the soft ground of the plain. The sound vibrated up through the rocks around the companions. Dark-armoured soldiers and fair-haired mercenaries stepped away from the heaped bodies and Ashlar stroked Karah’s neck, soothing her.

“I’ve never seen anything so huge!” Stio’s sun-kissed skin was pallid, fear reeking from him.

The wind gusted down again, bringing with it a choking stench.

“Try not to cough!” Ashlar warned them. “We’re downwind of it, but they have incredible hearing.”

“How many have you seen?” Stio asked, his deep voice betraying a tremble of fear.

“Several, from a distance. I try not to get too close; they are reputed to be able to sense those who have talent.”

Both his companions turned to look at him briefly. Ashlar had told them as little as possible about himself; he never opened up to anyone. But he knew the rumours; a renegade taku turned King’s Assassin.

“That’s revolting!” Rue stared back out over the valley. 

Ashlar turned his head to see the great monster reach out a vast clawed foot and grasp the corpse of a horse. It tore into the inert body, stripping dark flesh from pale bone swiftly and efficiently.

A tall, slim figure in tight-fitting garb of a dark purple hue sat astride the beast’s neck. Ashlar and his companions were too far away to hear what passed between the rider and the other men. After devouring the equine corpse and half a dozen human bodies, the creature sprang high into the air, the vast beryl wings thrusting up and down powerfully. The wind carried the stench of decay and sulphur upon its breath as the monster wheeled above the scene of the ambush and flew north.

The three humans let out a collective sigh as the behemoth vanished in the distance. Karah grumbled in her throat.

“What are they doing?” Stio lifted his head higher.

“Careful!” Ashlar warned.

Dark-armoured soldiers drew up into formation and marched north across the trampled plain, closely followed by the pale-haired mercenaries. Within moments, the vale below them was empty of human life.

“Want to go down and see what’s left?” Stio glanced at Ashlar.

The King’s Assassin snorted. “I need to find out what happened to Lored and the others.”

Rue and Stio glanced at each other and Ashlar wondered for a moment if they were going to ask him why he was so eager to find the taku. But neither of them spoke, instead Rue smiled at him as Stio stared at his worn boots.

“Do you really think we’ll find any clear tracks down there, Ashlar?”

He felt a shiver as she spoke his name. He couldn’t tell if it was fear or desire. Though why he’d be afraid of a mere female, let alone desire an older woman, he wasn’t sure. He turned his eyes from her grey gaze and looked northwards.

The crushed grass of the vale faded beneath the eaves of dark evergreens. The forest climbed up between high hills, sable and henna projections of rock piercing the canopy. And, beyond the hills, rose the mountains, darkly forbidding. Ashlar let his senses spread out, feeling for any trace of Lored. Nothing.

“No.” He turned back to Rue and Stio. “I think we should examine the tracks we found back there.”

“Pine forest ahead, pine forest behind,” Stio grumbled as he stood up. “Why can’t they have proper woodlands here in Jargoiden?”

Rue laughed softly as they followed Ashlar along the narrow path and retraced their way to the horses.
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THE CLOUDS SEEMED TO hang lower at the fork in the road where the trail diverged to the forest.

The horses spooked, pulling at their bits, tossing their heads up and down. Karah appeared unconcerned, sitting down on her haunches, looking mournfully up at her master. Ashlar slipped from his steed, handing the reins to Stio.

“Don’t dismount,” he ordered the other two. “I want to see the tracks clearly.”

Karah rose glumly to her feet as she saw him bend over the trail.

“Stay!” He ordered, without looking at her. He heard the red bitch huff in annoyance as she sat down again.

When they’d ridden this way earlier, they’d kept to the edge of the muddied path and four sets of hoof tracks were still visible. A small mare and a gelding had ridden single file up the trail and then, soon after, two larger horses had trotted after them, travelling side by side. Ashlar followed the tracks to the top of the ridge and straightened, staring into the mist.

Cold moisture bedewed needles and sparse blades of grass at the edge of the forest. The world seemed eerily silent; he couldn’t even hear any birdsong. He breathed in deeply, smelling resin, damp bark and thick cloud. The hoof marks disappeared at the edge of the trees where dead and dying needles formed a thick carpet. He concentrated and let a little power spread out.

To his surprise, he could feel two humans and two horses way ahead in the depths of the forest. Where were the other two? And which two could he sense? He returned to the main trail where his companions and Karah waited patiently.

“How well did you know Tari?” He asked the Kirridians.

“Hardly at all,” Rue admitted. “I only saw her once, at my trial.”

“What about you, Stio?”

“He’d’ve liked to know her a lot more than he did,” Rue grinned wickedly.

Stio glared at the herb woman, his dark blue eyes resentful, and then turned to Ashlar. “I spent some time in her company.”

“How confident a rider is she?” Ashlar took the reins from Stio’s hand and swung up into the high horned saddle.

“So-so,” Stio pursed his lips. “Why?”

“What kind of horses did she ride?”

Comprehension dawned on the warrior’s face. “A mare. Always a placid mare.”

Ashlar nodded and turned his horse to the trail that entered the conifer ranks. “And Tari was definitely carrying a scrip when you saw her?” He asked Rue.

The woman nodded slowly. “So is it the scrip or Lored that you want?”

She was clever, this herb woman. He would have to be careful what he said to her. “Both,” he replied shortly, and set his heels to his steed’s sides.
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