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His power was the art of death taken to clinical perfection, the antithesis of life. Destruction came as easy as snapping two fingers, yet that alone brought no satisfaction; souls were not corrupted by simple murder. A slow death through suffering, pain and despair was desirable, calculable to the merest fraction.  His preference however, was for an insidious moral degeneration; it dirtied a soul and weakened the spirit.

Who knows where such a being originated, or why he stalks this world? His steps destroy life, and misery and sorrow walk with him. 

Yet he is neither omniscient nor omnipresent; the world flows separately to his being and he cannot be everywhere, not now that he exists in time. His physicality was a means to the end, a mis-correction of the balance. For this purpose he wore a shell of masculinity.

No! ...that is wrong, not masculinity, for that holds truths and strength and wholesomeness. This wore none of those things, yet the shell looked male. He/she/it: some things are beyond sex, if he had worn a feminine aspect, she would have been just as cruel, just as evil, for it was the antipathy of life, it was death, yet not peace. 

He was not of the Cycle.  

There were few beings with a soul warped enough to accommodate his essence, yet the hearts of many held a fraction of him, even though it was no more than a grain of sand.

At this particular moment he, for want of a better word, rode a frothing beast northwards, comprehending the danger to his protégé, time shortening rapidly. He had caught wind of this earlier in the day, its clandestine essence drifted on the ether. 

He should, of course, have understood it before, but the Wielder of Light was an unknown quantity, always avoiding the obvious. He perceived him taking an erratic path to his goals whatever they were, a creature of chaos.

But then, this whole damn world was chaos. 

He turned his mind instead to the steed he rode, willed it onwards, sending unreal but nevertheless acutely painful daggers into the poor beast's head. It struggled and galloped accordingly, could do no more than that. Its nature had been browbeaten into submission; regardless of itself, it obeyed. Rearing from the permanent pain and unseating the rider was unthinkable, not even as a reflex action.  It ran as fast as four legs could move. 

He was merely annoyed that for certain purposes, he had to make use of the physical beast.

He hurried onwards, disturbed at the looming threat to his General, he supposed that was probably the correct name for him? His son, he had called him, his first born, the name deliberately chosen to bind the boy to the master emotionally. He was a useful servant, a tool, a deceptive mouthpiece to sway men's minds while he worked silently behind the scenes to darken men's hearts. He had performed as planned.

Von Adamm had been one of the few humans who did not shy from him, most ran terrified from his presence. Whether that was strength, stubbornness or merely stupidity, he neither knew nor cared. He had no heart to feel sympathy, or empathy, or love. Nevertheless, his death would be a setback. 

He therefore rushed northwards to put fear and pain and despair into good men's hearts, his natural path.

But his own path to Draecastle was baulked continually. Firstly, an angry pack of baying wolves came at him, frightening the horse even more. He ran through them, scattering them, but the horse stumbled. He lifted a hand and the wolves backed away, senseless now, minds turned to mush. It had been a temporary hold up, but still, it took minutes off his ride.

A little further on and a large flock of birds, rooks and jackdaws shot across his path, then veered round and came at him again. With a flick of his fingers he tossed them away, they drifted on the wind. But they weren't done and they didn't intend to attack him. No, their goal was the unfortunate horse; stop the horse, the weak point.  Down they flew again, into the horse's eyes, through its legs, disrupting and interrupting the flow. It carried on regardless, stamping on the birds, black feathers flying everywhere. 

The birds sacrificed themselves to give Estrién and the others a few more moments.

He came next to the main bridge over the rolling river Setaia, only to find the river had burst its banks, the bridge down, flooding everywhere. Herne's Crossing was no longer so. It was too deep and the river too fast for the horse to wade through. He had to go north-east towards its source, until the river was weaker and there was a bridge he could pass over. That added more hours to the ride, for the river would not obey his demands. Rivers are a source of life, but he was not, the river spirits would not listen.

He was still, he understood, a long way from Draecastle. Twenty miles further on, close to the Windvale hills, he spotted a few glossy looking horses in a field. He slipped off the horse he was riding, took its bit and bridle, grabbed a beast from the field, leapt on. It was held by his mind, no choice but to submit. It was fresh and sound and he willed it to speed. The horse left behind fell to the ground and without a sigh, passed away.

There were eighty miles still to go, along the Long Ride to Draecastle. Beasts of field and air baulked his every step, many died attempting to disrupt that ride. Many tried and were defeated, terrified by his nature, ran or flew away, hearts overcome. But they tried nevertheless, they tried their best, as Merrie would wish. 

They did indeed disrupt it - long enough for the tide to turn and for Estrién and the others to spend the day sneaking and shifting their way across the bridge and into the castle. Long enough for the mages to create their diversion later that night, to turn men's eyes south, while the real danger came from the north. And finally, long enough for the Adammites to be defeated later that night at the great fortress of Draecastle.

But for eighty full miles, he pushed the horse – or horses, he picked them up as he chose - onwards regardless. The final one, a handsome jet black stallion, was sleek and fast, seemed to have more spirit than most; he would enjoy breaking it.

As he neared the castle drawbridge he saw dawn appearing, a fine dawn too, or so the beings of this world would say. He held an arm high, flicked his fingers. Storm clouds gathered, blotting out the sun.

He arrived just a few moments too late, watched von Adamm thrown over the balcony as he approached, a fall of three high storeys on to hard stone. It was frustrating; he looked down with distaste as he trampled the broken figure, the horse stumbling over the body, crushing it even more.

Damn the fool! Still, no matter, it had begun and would not easily be stopped.

He turned the horse, left swiftly through the castle gates and across the drawbridge. Few in the fortress saw him leave; eyes were closed in fear, faces hidden in caps or behind arms, none wished to see him.

One watched however, and he observed his exit with satisfaction. 

The Great Stag saw him leave, a mad gallop into the thunderstorm. He raised his noble head proudly, the stag's stately antlers held high with satisfaction at the events of this day. If he'd had hands at that moment he would have applauded, but for now he was in full beast form. Estrién and the others ... they had done well, given so much, possibly too much, he was proud of them. His protégé had proved his belief in him. It was a start... 

... but only a start.

Von Adamm was dead, thrown from the balcony of the Wall Walk next to the King's own chambers, crushed by the fall and splintered underfoot by the very being who had presumed to be his Master. The Master had no care for the servant and now the servant was gone. 

No one knew, at least none of the articulate races understood, but the stag had played his part, keeping That One at bay until it was over. His friends had helped, even the river helped as he'd had to ride around the river Setaia earlier, adding miles to his journey. It had flowed fast and wild, brimming over and flooding the land near Herne's Crossing. The stag threw back his antlered head and gave thanks, Setaia was his own river and he had no title to it.  Several packs of wolves - his own that is, there were some that had gone over - blocked the path, scaring the horse. He pitied the horse, as with the last steed, all his steeds, it would be ridden until death, then simply abandoned, nothing he could do about it.  But of the free beasts and birds ...  even the rooks came down and played their part, disturbing him, not for long though, but enough to shake him a little. Some ravens too, although many belonged to him. The stag was relieved that relatively few of the wild beasts were yet under the dark One's sway, because every day he gained power as his own waned. But the ones that were ... they were fierce and wild, beyond help. Only death could free them, and that would be his victory still.

The doe by his side nuzzled him, reminding him there were many with him, he wasn't alone. Their kind weren't finished yet. 

If That One had arrived earlier ... the stag shuddered to think what could have been. But his ride had been interrupted, had been slowed so he came too late to save his disciple. Yes, the Great Stag too had played his part in von Adamm's downfall, though none should know it.

And that was how it should be.

*
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Draecastle, the Haegudsael, month of Endurance.

Longshanks stumbled out of the King's chambers and stomped heavily down the steps towards the Great Hall, the Haegudsael. He shook his head and long red beard as if to rid himself of a horde of buzzing wasps, occasionally closed his eyes to shut out the scene. He made for one of the long tables at the side of the Hall, an oaken sideboard laden with meats and drinks. Grabbing a goblet, he filled it with usquebae, his throat almost scorched as he knocked it back in one gulp. When he finished he snatched up a large pewter tankard, went to a barrel, filled it with dark ale. He swiftly emptied the tankard.

Then he ran outside to be sick.

Whoever that was - whatever that was - he had seen, he never wished to see him again.

Estrién entered the Hall slowly, his movement automatic, his heart bereft. 

Time had stopped for him, he hadn't stayed to examine the blood-splattered body on the ground below, nor had he seen the approach and disappearance of von Adamm's master. His mind was in turmoil as he approached Dane bending over Amber's body.  He could feel the blood thrumming through his veins, blocking his hearing, a heart-sickening lump in his throat.

'Victory?' he thought, 'what is victory? I've lost Amber ...' he looked across the hall, '... and my good friend Tamlyn,' as Salli chanted and touched Tamlyn with his wand. 'The death should be mine, not theirs.' He saw the pool of blood around her spreading slowly, her life force staining the cold stone floor scarlet. 'I only hope their sacrifice was worth it.'  The blood-soaked stone mesmerised him, all that life... just seeping away.

Bitter, wet tears fell softly down Estrién's high elven cheekbones. He looked out at the storm-darkening sky, a macro-cosmic symbol of his pain, the world around him sepia coloured now, no primary hues or rich shades. Everything dull, out of focus and his bright emerald eyes were dimmed. He crossed the floor to his wife, knelt by Amber's body, saw her white face, took her soft hand in his, it was still warm, for how long he knew not.

His love, his one love...

She was his future, the future for which he fought, the light in the darkness.

Laughter, joy, love; a smile radiating warmth on a cold day, generosity in a world turning selfish, passion when the world had become frigid.  His friend, his lover, his mate. Gone.

He saw an ashen faced Dane stem the flow as he removed the dagger from her heart. Dane looked briefly at him. 'They say the touch of a true king is healing ...'

Estrién stared, 'I'll get Duggan then ...'

'Not necessary, Estrién, but I didn't mean him, I meant you.' His mage hands were busy over the wound, the reddened dagger now on the floor beside her.

Estrién shook his head. 'I'm no king, Dane, you know that.'

'You sure about that?'

Estrién shrugged and kept hold of her hand, kissed it softly. King or beggar, it made no difference, he couldn't face life without her. She had become the bedrock of his existence. 'She should die of old age, safely in her bed with her family around her mourning her loss, yet celebrating her life,' he told Dane.

'She might yet do that. Let's see how good a healer I am, huh?'

'What, she's not dead?' Hope kindled in soft elven eyes.

Dane shook his head, 'Not yet, her hold on life is tenuous however, and she's lost a great deal of blood. But see,' he showed the slice just to the side of her heart, 'she must have been moving at speed - you know what she's like - he missed it by a fraction. Leave me be, Estrién, let me work, I love her too much to let her go, and there are others needing help here. Go and find out about Tamlyn, I can't leave her.'

Estrién nodded, a smile forming sweetly on his face as the world began to appear normal again. One last lingering kiss of her hand and a squeeze of his friend's shoulder and he moved across to where Salli bent down by Tamlyn's side.

He watched incredulously as Tamlyn sat up, clutching his chest.  'Ah, sentaé y maliatus!' He exclaimed, then looked up and saw Estrién, he changed to Plaintongue. 'What in Merrie’s name just happened?' Tamlyn asked, clutching his chest. 'I'm in bloody agony, feels like my heart and chest are bruised through.' He peered down at the blood on his breast.

Salli gently touched him with his willow wand again and stood to go, 'A little ease for that bruising. Others to see to now, take care.'

'Tamlyn, what's going on? Arne threw a dagger at your heart, I saw you drop.'

Tamlyn looked ruefully down at the crushed metal insignia of the White Shield crest he wore over his heart. It had dug through his leather armour, was sticking into his chest, bruising him and scraping the skin. He began to laugh and picked up the dagger a few feet away. 'White Shield, and it bloody did, my friend, it shielded me from that.' He raised his hand, clasped Estrién's, pulled himself up. 'Didn't know it would be so useful ...' He stopped as he saw Dane bending over Amber, light shooting from Dane's hands,  ran across the floor to her. 

'Amber!' he cried.

'Shhh ... leave me be, let me concentrate.' Dane briefly looked up. 'Er, you recovered quickly,' smiling, as Tamlyn explained. Estrién passed him the usquebae from his hip pocket. 

'Drink it and welcome, my brother.'

Tamlyn took it, drank heavily then sat down by Amber's side. 'Feel a bit dizzy, think I knocked my head on the floor, you go and see what's happening Estrién. Did you get him?' meaning von Adamm. 

Estrién nodded, 'we tracked him up to that balcony, the Wall Walk, everyone was after him, he was running like the bloody coward he is ... was, I mean. Longshanks and me, we threw him over the balcony, not a pretty sight down below. I thought you were both dead ... don't do that to me again ...' He bent down, kissed Tamlyn's brow, 'just don't do that to me again, you hear?'

Tamlyn clasped his hand. 'Never fear, my brother, never fear.'

Another of the mage healers joined Salli, there were two with the group, Silva stayed with the King's troops, his powers would be needed more and more as they reached the port, but Mariel came back to help. They wandered the Hall attempting healing and repair ... or gently closed the eyes of those past help. They followed the cries of pain and administered healing when they could. A mage is a good healer, if a person can live, then he will live. But many were already dead, short though the battle had been. Other guards came to take out the dead; there would be a decent funeral pyre and a service for the passing of Kyneweth's troops, and a mass grave to be burnt ignominiously for the Adammites. ... preferably started by a mage, magic fire to finish off the Adammites.

Estrién moved on to find the new young King, Duggan. He was surrounded by his four brothers, disturbed from sleep by the mayhem, yet with enough sense to stay locked in their rooms until the noise quieted down. When they heard their brother shout at everyone to stop in the name of the king - King Duggan - they knew it was over.

Even the youngest realised that if the Adammites were beaten, their father would go too. They stood by their older brother, eyes dark and damp with sorrow. Yet each one went to Duggan, kissed him, vowed allegiance that cold morning. The storm raged on outside, but in here, peace fell quietly over the family. Briefly Duggan asked a question of Salli, but Salli shook his head. 

'Go to him, he wants you,' was his reply, 'there is no pain, I've seen to that.'

Duggan walked solemnly to the base of the stairs where Gourien had fallen, bent on one knee before him. 'We got him, Gourien, we got the bastard.'

He gave a slight nod of the head, 'well done, young Duggan. Thank you, and thank those people for me - they are true to Mer'edrynn,' but the death rattle could be heard in his throat. 'Rule as your father once did, my boy ... when your mother lived.' Duggan cradled his old tutor's head in his arm, until Gourien slept an eternal sleep.

Yes, rule as his father once had, final good advice from his mentor.

He arranged for the funeral two days later, after the storm had eased and the fighting in Claricotes was over. An overcast day, but one of those where the sun suddenly dips below the clouds as it settles to sleep and brightens the world. 

There was no commitment service or prayers to Lady Merrie, for Kyneweth had forgotten her, but he was a king and so deserved a king's ending. King Kyneweth was laid in a great burning barge to send out to sea, they followed the old ways up here, filling it with kindle, then as it began to sail, the king's own archers shot flaming arrows at it until it was ablaze. A great drum beat slowly and they all sang a last hymn to the fallen. Finally Salli played a soulful tune upon his flute, a strange sound, mournful, yet uplifting to the soul; the watchers believed they were following the spirits of the dead, a last goodbye as the funeral barge sailed solemnly downriver towards the open sea and the setting sun. The Sea of Silver shone golden as the final hours of daylight faded away, the sun scarlet on the horizon.  The flaming barge would meet the fire on the water, and eventually King Kyneweth would rest in a watery grave, as he would have wanted and as his ancestors had gone before him.

He wasn't alone; in smaller barges surrounding his lay the bodies of his elite guard, they had stood by him to the death. They too would go the way of the warrior. An old custom, but a true one.

The bodies of Adammites were thrown in a pit and burned. Wolves came down in the night, dragged off limbs and enjoyed a hearty meal. No one mourned their loss.

Gourien was given a grave by the castle walls near the South East tower. This was his home, his bones should rest here, and occasionally Duggan could visit his old teacher, tend the grave, reminisce or meditate or simply mourn. His funeral was attended only by the family, some servants, and the Companions of the White Shield, Salli leading the service.

'To Her we send, who faithful was, his tomb the frosted ground,

The castle walls his headstone, his grave a grassy mound.

The science of his youth he taught, his wisdom given free,

A lifetime's knowledge taken out by one who could not see.

Yet he saw true, that once-keen wit, his psyche now in sleep.

The night has come, the day cut short, in blackened hours we weep.

Perception stilled; no will, nor words, no further truths to tell,

The halls of restless mind at peace, we bid our friend farewell.'

'Go in peace, my brother,' Salli's last words to a fine scientist and philosopher, before he placed his flute to his lips and played one last tune. 

Strangely, Longshanks too was affected by his death. 'I got to like the silly old sod,' he explained.

Dane took no part in King Kyneweth's funeral; when he wasn't tending Amber, he was busy with other wounded soldiers. He and the other mages on constant watch, day and night, as brave souls struggled to live. But he came to say goodbye to Gourien, he had found a willing ear on the journey, and was glad to listen to his kind words of wisdom.

And Amber? Amber lay close to death also, too close. Several times Salli came to her, shaking his head, his willow magic at her disposal should she need it. He saw how restless she was, how weak and in pain, he would help her go over, it would be gentle, he told Dane.

Dane merely refused point blank. 'She lost much blood, but my magic holds true. If I have to stay with her every moment until she heals, I will do so. I am a good healer, Salli, and I know her body well. If I have to pour my own life force into her to help her live, she shall have it.'

Amber was weak, the dagger hit an artery, her blood gushed from her, her own life force fading as Dane saw what was happening across the Hall and ran to her aid, watching with further distaste as Adammites targeted her during their bid for freedom. None escaped.

He stemmed the flow, healed the wounds, yet she slept on. His own mother and father had died at the hands of these Adammites; he would not let his blessed love go that way too. He worked until he had mana no more, and Tamlyn brought him hot drinks, bade him rest, Dane worked through the night, the morning dawned cold, a bleak sun. Tamlyn would watch, he said, if there was change, he would wake him.

Estrién carried her to the infirmary, a bed was found, Dane slept in a chair by her side.

They took it in turns, Tamlyn and Estrién, watching and waiting until Dane woke a few hours later, took over his charge. The day waxed and waned, closed in, he worried now, no change in her, worse if anything. 

It seemed he fought, not merely against her physical problems, but something deeper, a threat to her spirit, her psyche or soul or whatever it is that you call your inner being, your essence. The inner ‘you’ which is possibly eternal.

Amber lay pale and restless, her mind disturbed and confused as her body weakened. Inside, she travelled beyond to places only the dying and the near dead discover.

In the beginning she saw only blackness, a deep darkness to sink into, to forget. That was as it should be, a calming relief. But slowly twists of colour appeared, shaped themselves into abstract patterns, wandered off into the distance. More darkness, then acute flashes as pain hit her, sheer agony; a link, however harsh, with life. A gap came, a time of nothingness, she wandered aimlessly for eternal hours before she saw the river, pale and spectral, it looped lazily across a silver-grey landscape. She followed it, for nothing else existed and she wondered where it led? As she came close to the bank she peered into the deep water. It held depths she couldn't fathom, and she knew it waited patiently for her to enter and disappear forever, taking her on a journey to which there was no return.

This day? Tomorrow? Whenever... she wasn't sure, but the option was there.

And Amber wondered if that time was now?

Yet here, for Amber, time stood still, time hung eternally, forever and never. Amber watched the river, it flowed, therefore time passed, but it was not her time. She knew she stood separate to the river.

She coiled in agony as more acute flashes hit her, electric lightning, bodily pain, life pain. She heard thunder from afar, nearing or receding she did not know, she existed in two worlds and heard one as she saw the other. The river lit silver or gold as the sky flashed, each flash brought searing pain. She wanted to scream but nothing came out. She tried to think of her past, yet there were only clouds. She knew who she was, she was Amber, Essence of Amber ... who said that? 

‘Who am I?’ she thought. 'What am I?' More to the point, '...why am I?'

And she began to be afraid; she had thought she was alone in this almost empty world, grey haze at the edges running into nothingness. It wasn't the loneliness, or even death  that bothered her, but she realised somewhere on that far horizon stood a dark shape. It was a shape you walked away from, but never towards.

Yet the shape was familiar.

Amber was in the pain of crisis, her consciousness weak, her body torn, for she had other wounds too. Trampled underfoot by sturdy Adammite boots as they fled, pierced by another sword thrust given on the off chance as one rushed by her hoping to reach some kind of safety, she lay battered and beaten. But the hopeful antagonist was down and dead long before he reached the Outer Bailey. Nevertheless, Amber lay in an agony of infinite time until Dane dashed across to help her. 

As she saw the unnatural shadow across from her, she also felt the comfort of an ally. 

His mage will entered her soul and she was glad, for her soul tumbled in time. Someone was sharing this with her, someone close and kind, she just couldn't remember who.  But she knew the essence of him, felt his love for her, his life-giving power sustaining her. It was a good feeling, a fine feeling, he offered pleasure and passion and loving warmth to offset the cold and the pain. 

Her senses began to awake.

Dane shared more than the agony of her physical pain, his mage senses felt the emotions running through her. Most of all, he knew her wish to die, for during that first long night, He had hold of her, although she was unaware. Amber travelled by the river, wandered close, often looked down, and wondered...? He pushed her on to fall in its depths, for she offered too much life to the world.

She had never truly perceived him before, she did not know he existed, yet he had dogged her most of her life. She may not yet be dead, but she was in greater danger now than ever, the very fact he was on her horizon, meant he was close by  ... too close. Distance meant nothing to him in his true state; time and space were merely one. 

Few ever perceived him, he rarely took corporeal form, unlike the stag who revelled in it.  But those who did ... their lives changed forever. As his physical manifestation rode swiftly away from the castle that early morn, he took pleasure in the many deaths. Nay, not the deaths, for death was the end, but the act of dying, the pain of their passing.  The loss of his ‘first-born’ was an annoyance; his time had come sooner than he desired, but not unexpected. He had been a mere pawn. With a flick of indifference, von Adamm was dismissed forever.

At this moment it was important to destroy the woman, this mass of seething life force, she pulsated with emotion even now as she lay dying. Besides, she was too close to the Time Weaver and that blasted Wielder of Light.

Amber, her soul, or perhaps her spirit awakening, felt him on the edges of her consciousness. Unnatural, she decided pragmatically, something that should not be here in Mer'edrynn, an antithesis to her world. A world she knew to be fertile with love and blood and emotion. A world where valour and courage meant something, and integrity, honesty and truth were still important. 

And little things, like kindness or consideration, made big by intent and deed...

... a world where none of this mattered to that which was abhorred by nature. 

'I think, therefore I am,' the shadow informed her with frigid precision.

'I feel, therefore I live,' she retorted with heated passion. 

He watched with distaste. 'Damn you, woman!' ice-cold eyes told her. Amber steeled herself for whatever he was about to do, knowing it may be her final battle. She had faced adversity many times, often alone, although now she thought about it, she had not been alone the last year, the good year. Those three ... yes, it had been good.  Three good souls supporting hers,  and one of them with a heart kind enough to share this ... this realm.

She had to be ready for whatever came next. His will would destroy her, snuff her out of existence. She stood, ready for the onslaught.

Then she heard it, at first a whimper, then a sob, a poor soul in terrible torment. Amber's heart went out to help, the threatening shadow in the distance temporarily forgotten. Another needed her aid and so her own fears meant nothing. Compassion was the essence of Amber.

Who..?  She knew that cry, that sob, she knew that soul ... and she knew the soul was linked - nay, manacled - to that being on the horizon.

'Sister?' she cried into the darkness. It was her, it was her sister. She lived! ...  She could feel her ... but this was not life, this was torment. She knew the shadow on the edge to be her sister's sufferance, her life-long pain. She had worked - and paid - to free Anaïs from the Alderfolk, only to send her to ... that? Her parents had told her to look after her, Amber was the strong one, Anaïs, well ... Anaïs was what she was. But they never told her just what she was. 

For the first time Amber understood the depths of her sister. ...And perceived her pain. She knew her nights were tormented by him, every dream insufferable, her days long and weary from trying to stay awake. She knew there were times when he was there in physical form, times of pure torture. He was sadistic in ways unmentionable, the Weaver of Time must be punished into obedience. She wept for her, helpless as she was here in this strange world, flashes of her own pain still, her body so weak. 

'I will come for you, Anaïs  ...' she shouted across that dark land. 'I will help you.'

The shadow heard her, for one moment he grew, blackened the sky, this could not be. He filled the landscape; he would crush Amber now, while she was ill and weak. Now was the time...

He moved in.

But Dane was with her, felt his presence and he would not let it harm her. He was a warm hand caressing hers on a bitter cold day. He could not see him, but his mage senses knew a shadow existed. She was not alone. Nor were they merely two against him.

Estrién and Tamlyn too, both understood this was a crisis point, they were anxious and angry by turns while Dane worked within. The feeling of helplessness was worse than anything; they could do nothing now, the healing was left to Dane. But the three held true, as Salli had said, they were her shield. 

They stood firm and strong, a triad of deep emotion and they stood together. He could not break through this protective triangle of masculine love. It held concepts he loathed - integrity and duty, honour and compassion. It discomforted him and annoyed him. Besides, there were many others that day weak enough to fall, he had little time to waste.

They held together, three minds in one accord ... save Amber.

He would leave ... for now, until he found a way to break all of them. Everyone had a breaking point, and he understood she was the key, he had learned that much. Knowledge is valuable. 

Amber felt her loved ones around her, knew how loved she was, desired and desirable, caring and cared for. This dark one knew not that and never would. Not father nor mother nor husband, wife or child would ever care for him. And strangely, Amber began to feel compassion for the dark shadow. Her loving soul went out to him.

...Essence of Amber.

'May Merrie's Blessings be upon you,' she called to the disappearing figure. 

It mattered not whether he heard her, for he would not have listened.

The warmth of the sun burst around her, as a new day dawned.

*
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She woke fully a couple of days later, her mind refreshed, if her body was still a little weak, to see three concerned faces smiling at her. 

'Hello, my loves,' she said, holding out her hand.

Three people solemnly kissed her, welcoming her back to the world. Three people dashed to find nourishing soup and stews for her to eat when she declared she was 'starving', three people anxious to lend a hand or a shoulder to lean on as she took weak, tentative steps.  Dane, tired from helping others, continued offering her his own magic to strengthen her. She refused it, instinctively understanding he was exhausted.

'Time for you to rest, Dane, how many have you healed these past days?' taking his hand. 'And Dane, thank you, not just for how you healed me, but thank you for your support. I felt it, I knew you were there, I felt all of you.' She looked him in the eye, wondering how to broach the subject?  'Did you see it, that ... that shadow?'

He nodded. 'I'm a mage remember ... I see these things. I've probably always seen it, but, my blood, my youth, the magical life force that runs through me ... maybe I just dismiss it. It held von Adamm, didn't it?'

She nodded, it must have done. 'It runs through our world, destroying. Dane ... it has my sister, I know that now. I have to help her. She's alone, so alone, yet she  ... she has something we need. If we can pull her free somehow...'  She wasn't sure, she only knew she had failed her.

Dane nodded, 'I'm glad she lives, you told me about her, I'd like to help. I'll talk to the other mages, see what they say. This land needs mages, it needs the magical races, I've always said that. Without them, Mer'edrynn no longer exists.' He went off to talk to his own kind.

All the mages understood, it was something that dogged them too in the backs of their minds, never willingly brought to light. They felt it as they passed through the Bard's hills and the forest on their way to Rosewater, something that held the essence of him, a misbirth of a bygone era. None wished to feel it again. But they would help, there was a world to heal, they said. Von Adamm may be dead, but his followers still existed and there were towns held by them. They would do as they originally intended, help Lord Black and King Alexis, they both needed mages in their armies.

Dane wanted to go to Manecaestr; he couldn't stand what he'd seen there. Salli agreed, it shouldn't be left to fester; they both went to talk to the new king. Duggan hadn't even yet been crowned, but he knew his duty.

'I've sent riders to the mines, to Hammerhold, stave off the invasion. I intend to talk to the dwarves there, make reparations for my father. We owe them a great deal, most of our weapons come from them and father took them by force. I hope they'll listen to me, my father treated them badly, he took on the mantle of this cult.' Duggan worried about the extent of the damage, the hatred stirred up.  He paused, considering all the work necessary. 'I have troops down at the harbour too, no Adammite ships allowed at Claricotes anymore. Once I've sorted these immediate problems, I'll turn to the south, I promise. But Manecaestr is a long way down, and every town is Adammite held before that - they won't give up so easily.' 

He sat wearily on the large stone throne in the Haegudsael, he was trying his best, Merrie alone knew that, but it was hard. So much to do, he barely knew where to start. He was very young, he longed for his old mentor, some good advice. 

To his surprise, Longshanks offered help. 'Let me talk to the miners, I know these people. In fact, young Duggan, I can help in a lot of ways - I know people, do you see? I'm no philosopher, I don't know stars or syndromes or what to do with an alembic, but I've held audiences in the palm of my hand for years; I throw out scraps and they lap them up. I've no circus any longer, and I miss it, but believe me, I can tell you what makes people tick,' holding out his arms expansively as he talked. 'I can make them jump too, whatever it takes. Don't worry about Hammerhold; I'll sort that in no time. Then, if you want an advisor - and you've got to admit - your people are currently in big trouble for allying with the Adammites - you're welcome to my years of experience. I helped get rid of von Adamm, remember?' He bowed gracefully, sweeping his hat almost to the floor in a long arch. He looked up, a chuckle in his voice,  'I know a few good jokes too, sonny, I'll put a smile on your face when you need one ...  Hey, did you hear the one about the wild boar, the virgin and the woodcutter... ?  She didn't half scream when she saw the size of his chopper ...'

Dane heard the young king laughing as they went off together to walk around the castle to discuss matters. He knew it was what he needed, but  ... Longshanks?  Still, it took all sorts to make a world, and as Longshanks often said, 'you can't keep a good dwarf down ...'

You certainly couldn't keep Longshanks down.

So ... he considered ... Manecaestr ... he knew he could wait no longer, even at the expense of Amber's sister. Where was she, he wondered? And was it already too late to help her? He went to gather whoever he could, perhaps get word to Lord Black. They would seek her out, discover her whereabouts if they could.

But Manecaestr was paramount. Duggan's forces might be tied up at the moment, so he went to see his own people, his family, they at least, had to help.
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Evil, like matter, is neither created nor destroyed. 

It does not die, it merely changes character, the hue and the pattern alter according to the time and place. Names are meaningless; structure and form continue. The spokesman had gone, the mass movement still existed, for that grain of sand had entered other heads and many were happy to vie for leadership. Von Adamm was, after all, merely a figurehead.

As he fell to his death, the Adammites fled Draecastle to regroup around the port of Claricotes, followed swiftly by the new king's troops. Kyneweth was the only king within the realms of Mer’edrynn to keep a full army. There were far more of them than the Adammites, for it was their home base and they were all well experienced; every member of the King's brigades had spent their early days up at the borders, defending the realm from northern invaders. They were as well equipped as the Adammites and as disciplined; there could only be one outcome. 

It was a nasty, bloody battle, as battles are, the clash of steel upon steel and the crunch of broken bones as screams rent the air. It is hard to say who was the most angry or desperate, as both sides had lost their leader; there could be no true victory that day. 

And, when he rode through the battle lines, he did not truly care who lived or died, only that it was prolonged and painful and their misery fed him well.

He throve that day, despite the loss of von Adamm.

Von Adamm's Chief of Staff at Draecastle, Colonel Mackenzie, stood his ground for as long as possible at Claricotes, before calculating the odds and deciding a swift retreat was necessary. The loss of this particular port was bad, but the loss of more of his best troops would be worse. He sensibly sounded the retreat.

The Adammites ran to the ships, raised anchor and fled, first to their quarters on Mere'garde, and thenceforth to their home base of the Isle of Glasse. Colonel Mackenzie sent boats to Hollyporth to inform the Adammite colonies of Elvinhaeme, and runners throughout the land, by foot or horseback, to pass on the bad news and to convene a council to elect a new leader. They went swiftly, the Long Ride between Draecastle and Manecaestr still under the control of Adammite troops. They were nothing if not efficient, the essence of a good dictatorship.

As Mackenzie stepped on to the soil of Mere'garde, he learned of the death of Colonel Filby, another blow to the movement, for he believed he had been a good speaker. Mackenzie knew he was no contender for leader, he was a soldier - a good one - but still, only a soldier. He had command, he had respect, but not the ability to sway men's hearts as von Adamm had.  Whether they had loved him or not was irrelevant, they certainly loved what he offered them, and they believed in his words. If they wanted their well-oiled machine to continue - and there was no reason it shouldn't - a new figurehead was essential. Mackenzie, as senior Commanding Officer, would have to convene a council, choose a new spokesman. Everything had to be done by the book, according to von Adamm’s words and orders

Von Adamm is dead ...  long live von Adamm.
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The defeat of the Adammites at Pennyport by King Alexis and the elves of Floriénne back in the autumn had been a blow to the southern militia in Elvinhaeme. Colonel Grey, Commander in Chief at Hollyporth, had planned taking Belcast'el soon after he took Westlea, maybe a few weeks, certainly by Harvesthaeme, but orders arrived from von Adamm to go for the main port of Westerling, Pennyport, take it and begin the infiltration and invasion of Westerling instead. 

Colonel Grey considered this was stretching his troops too far, much better to consolidate his position in Elvinhaeme, but orders are orders. He therefore sent several carracks to the port and waited for results. The news was dire, the loss of both Adammite soldiers and ships set back his Elvinhaeme campaign. He was a good soldier, a good officer and a good strategist, and until then, von Adamm had listened to his advice, at least militarily. He bitterly wished that von Adamm had listened to him, taken note of his knowledge and experience - he had been in several mercenary campaigns overseas spanning years, was a natural warrior, had learned much. Von Adamm on the other hand was no warrior - a speaker and politician, yes, but no soldier.

He lost soldiers he needed, thanks to von Adamm, wasn't best pleased at the fact von Adamm was holed up in Draecastle, tucked carefully away from any combat, happily sending out orders to all and sundry without true knowledge of the local conditions. Colonel Grey's own ambitions were thwarted, he wanted Elvinhaeme for himself and he had to waste precious time until more Adammite soldiers were trained up and sent over from the Isle of Glasse, or perhaps Mere'garde. Even so, they would all be greenhorns.

And all the while, the Dûc de Luxonne would be training his own troops.

Blast and damn both Luxonne and von Adamm! 

Colonel Grey spent the intervening months turning the ports into fortresses and consolidating his positions along the west and south coasts of Elvinhaeme. He used elves as the workforce, they cost nothing and he didn't care a jot if they dropped down dead from exhaustion.  He had them build more ships too; there was plenty of local wood, although Oakleigh forest would be better in his hands than the elves.

A brief foray into Oakleigh had resulted in nothing, there were skilled archers in the trees, archers he later learned were actually Freowulven ... the elves had the nerve to use Outlaws for defence!  He couldn't believe it, it was against all convention, organised, it seems by that Estrién elf, the one with the sword he had heard about, the one on the Wanted posters. Part of this new group too, some filthy Merrievian sect, probably spent their days having sex and getting drunk, drugged to the eyeballs. Dirty swine!

The Colonel was frustrated by inaction.

When the boat-load of Adammite soldiers arrived at Westlea, all escaping from Draecastle far north, with the news of von Adamm's death, he took it pretty dry eyed. Colonel Mackenzie had allowed the troops a few days stay on Mere'garde to recover and recoup, then sent them straight down the coast to his fellow officer, with the note, 'Draecastle gone, von Adamm and Kyneweth dead, killed by White  Shield. Keep Elvinhaeme at all costs - you may need these. Will arrange a Council for new leader - you interested? Glory to the Adammites!'

Colonel Grey merely smiled to himself, looked out at the miserable late Endurance weather and decided now was a good time to go for Belcast'el while the poor little elves were all tucked up, hiding against the winter cold. He quickly sent scouts to the city who reported back that, yes, it all seemed quiet, there was some training going on in the palace grounds and a military headquarters complete with barracks had been hastily built - but it looked pretty jimcrack. 

The Colonel took his troops and marched in their eight square formations through the countryside, villages and minor towns of Elvinhaeme to the gates of Belcast'el. He also took the massive battering rams he had prepared during the autumn months for the very purpose of destroying those large and ornate gates.  He also included trebuchets and ballistae to be used against the elves.

He left devastation behind him.

Both the gates of the city and the gates of the palace stood no chance against his war engines, nor did the young and inexperienced soldiers of the city against his well-disciplined troops. They did their best, they held out for almost a day as massive boulders hit the city and huge flaming spears shot through their lines. They stood on the ramparts of the city walls, shooting arrows and pouring boiling oil on the Adammite troops, only to find that the individual Adammite troops were also using a small version of a huge ballista - crossbows with metal bolts, fast and utterly lethal.

They even had a name for themselves, the Hellboys, everyone trained in the use of the crossbow.  The eight square formations would march down the street, the front line and outer swordsmen holding up large protective shields. Then they would drop and a volley of steel bolts was shot out. The first row of crossbowmen then dropped and were covered by the shields as they prepared their next round. Behind them, the next line shot a volley of bolts into the enemy, to be protected by more shields. Then a third line continued the hail of deadly bolts. 

There were several groups of these and they marched with precision into all areas of the city, killing archers, soldiers and citizens indiscriminately. People fled to their homes, hid behind hastily barred doors.  Other groups of Hellboys took themselves up onto the ramparts of the city walls, once the archers were taken out, and proceeded to hail down bolts from their elevated position into the city itself. 

It is safe to say that the blood which ran through the streets of Hollyporth back in the spring was nothing compared to the rivers of blood in the streets of fair Belcast'el.

The battering rams moved with the tightly knit squads, any gates or barriers were taken with ease. The beautiful gates of the palace went effortlessly as did the palace doors. The huge battering rams, along with ballistae and several trebuchets were pulled onto the once-perfect lawns of the palace grounds. In the wet and cold month of Endurance, these became a quagmire of mud; great ruts ran through the perfectly scythed grass.

The Dûc de Luxonne, this time wearing an admittedly chic battle armour rather than his foppish silver slippers, held out as long as he could. His combat knowledge was nil, although he had some sword skills. An epee isn't exactly the greatest of battle weapons. 

Colonel Grey laughed as he knocked it out of his hand with his own greatsword, before slicing off the Dûc's head.

'Stick that on the pyre just outside the palace gates will you?' he said to one of his Captains, observing the number of dead in the marble Grand Hall.  'Pile all these bodies on and cleanse this place of filth. I want no reminders of elven so-called nobility, nor do I intend to have them strung up as martyrs to rally the elves. Burn the fucking lot and get rid of them. Take over those barracks and get barriers up around the palace grounds, keep the ballistae and trebuchets pointing outwards and double the number of Hellboys up on the city's ramparts.  

Take random groups of elves and the lower races, leave pyres in every square as warning to the rest, and issue orders as we do in every town. All elves/dwarves etc. are now under servitude to ourselves. All mages to be put to death, whether elf or human.' He stopped and thought for a moment ' ... and you know what to do with the Temples of Merrie, don't you ...?' he chuckled. 'Bring a few of those damn priestesses to me, they can make themselves useful.'

Colonel Grey sat down on the plush purple velvet cover over the marble throne and sighed satisfactorily. He could get to like this - and there was no von Adamm to take it from him.
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Most of the mages agreed to travel with them, two stayed with King Duggan, there was more healing needed, and not merely physical healing. But six of the mages Dane had collected in Grimmpool were going, plus Salli, Trevaine and Robson, ten altogether and everyone willing to use elemental magic. Quite a formidable team. They would split afterwards, some going to Lord Black and some to King Alexis' Court. Naturally, Reave and Garrett were also with them, their skills were necessary.

Estrién changed the cart for a better carriage, donated by King Duggan. Amber wasn't yet well enough for a horse, one of the mages would ride it, and Amber could rest for a day or two. The carriage was large and roomy and the castle carpenters added a few special compartments, hidden hidey-holes where mages could secrete their staffs when they reached Manecaestr.

They travelled the Long Ride to get there, the quickest route. Estrién and Tamlyn rode their own horses, they needed to skirt the towns, they still couldn't be seen until King Duggan had retaken them. Everyone else dressed as merchants, they would stick to the main road and if anyone asked, they were fleeing the town of Draecastle, saddened by the loss of von Adamm.

The Rover clan said they would travel down also. Hammerhold had been retaken by them and they had defended the town as King Kyneweth's Adammite troops attacked. But it was soon over for the young king quickly sent word and Longshanks did as he had said, he smoothed over the cracks and got everyone talking again. Cash helped, as it always does, monetary reparation for goods forcibly taken from their mines and metal works. The Rovers said they had some scores to settle, especially along the towns on the Long Ride, and they would meet them outside Manecaestr.

Garrett and Reave sent word by hawk to Lord Black and King Alexis, who was still at Lord Black's castle. Alexis decided to move south, gather troops towards Elvinhaeme ready for any kind of push there. Lord Black sent troops up to the Segantium border, partly to stop Adammites escaping via Mercantia, partly to offer help to the new King Duggan.

'Will move in when young King Duggan gives word,' he explained in Gracie's note. 'Otherwise it appears I'm invading Segantium. Best left to Violet.' Lord Black understood, brute force alone was not the answer, especially in such a city as Manecaestr.

Manecaestr is a large mercantile city full of independent and often wealthy people, now held by Adammite sympathisers. It is the biggest city in Segantium, owned and influenced by a large merchant's quarter, strong in political inclination.  There is no castle or Hold as a focal point for Duggan to overpower, but there are various City Halls and buildings all used for the various needs of a large population, run by a democratically created Council of Elders. Many were ‘Elder’ in name only, the term being a courtesy title for someone of both knowledge and experience, wise in their years. 

Part of Segantium, Manecaestr always paid dues and fealty to the King at Draecastle, yet kept a guard of its own and laid down its own rules, the people of Segantium being a proud and independently-minded set. At least, that is what had happened in the past. Now Manecaestr was run by an Adammite elite, although to be truthful, many of this elite had also been Elders. 

Lady Violet understood that to destroy the Council of Elders and their various sub councils would be to undermine the free thinking system that had created the city. She believed the only way would be to take it from 'within', to change those hearts and minds, to root out the ringleaders, use forces somewhat more subtle than swords or axes.  

In the event, it was irrelevant. Force or tact, neither mattered as far as the people of Manecaestr were concerned.

The members of the White Shield met up with Lady Violet and her entourage a couple of weeks later. The horses had ridden well, but the roads were poor at this time of year, there had been a lot of rain. A cold and miserable Endurance had given way to an equally cold and rainy Icefall month, much of the rain turned to sleet. 

The group rode wearily into the yard of a wayside inn, glad to be off the road, happy to see the bright torches flaring in the night, candle lamps lit cosily in windows. Wet, bedraggled horses, equally wet and bedraggled riders and a dirty carriage that had to be pulled out of muddy ruts more than once, all tumbled into the welcoming sight.  The horses were given room in the stables and were rubbed down, warmed and fed, the two-legged animals went into the inn likewise. 

It was hot inside, fires burning merrily, steam rose from the moist cloaks and hats. It was one of those places with horse brasses hung on the walls, the laird's shield over the fireplace and a large shelf where locals kept their own ale mugs when they weren't playing dominoes in the tap room. Hot pies and pasties along with goodly ales were ordered all round.

'Tha' can't have that one,' the barkeeper explained when Dane pointed out a particularly good example of a pewter tankard for his beer. 'That be Bert's.'

The landlord believed in keeping the locals happy and the travellers satisfied, and he didn't care what cult, 'ism or 'ology anyone adhered to, there were to be no hostilities in his inn. A large and unwieldy-looking mace was kept on a chain by the bar, and he wasn't afraid to use it if customers turned rowdy. His concern was for decent ale and food, warm beds and hot baths, and good stabling. He made a packet.

Estrién had just worked his way through a thick soup of beef and vegetables served inside an equally thick hunk of bread holed out in the centre, a platter of boar meat, beans and huge potato pasties, apple pie and custard and was just eyeing a cheeseboard covered in local cheeses, chutneys, more hunks of bread and a few apples thrown on 'for refreshment', when Lady Violet arrived. She declined the rest of the food, but helped herself to bread and cheese.

Estrién (and the rest) felt replete and were in good temper. They weren't ready for her news. 

'We can't get into Manecaestr.'
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In a tower near the strange Greyluming mountains.

His claw-like fingers dug into her neck as she stitched, drawing blood. It dropped onto the tapestry, oozed and dribbled over the fine threads. He drew more blood from his own wrist, let it drip into hers. There was a brief sizzle and steam arose.

The tapestry was beginning to smell now, the stench of those dark threads, the nasty ones made of nettle and blood and henbane and a host of life disturbing plants, now invaded the whole stitchwork.  It could not be cleansed, the odour permeated all. The tapestry was no ordinary work, it reflected life.

Time had changed, life had changed, the happy familiarity between humans, elves and the rest of the magickal races of Mer'edrynn was no more. Discontent had been sown; a strange slant on that which was natural made to appear unnatural, words misused and given another context, made to seem insulting when none was meant. People were
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