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Book 8

Prologue

 


Never trust a
whitebeard. Not even a dead one.

Gawain, Son of
Davyd, King of Raheen

 


Toorsen
Grey-Elf! I saw him fly beyond the dragon of the north… I saw
it!

Master Benithet
of Sek, D’ith Vaticinator, Source Unimpeachable

 


Abandon hope,
my brothers, for there is none.

Durminenn
Meritus, Master of Sek,

North Sardorian
of D’ith Hallencloister


1.
Disturbances

 


Gawain sighed,
standing on the watchtower atop Crown Peak, leaning heavily on the
balustrade and idly watching the dwarves in the distance hard at
work at the western promontory. He was lost in thought. Lost again
in the stirrings of strange aquamire. The dwarves had been
labouring furiously, levelling the top of the rocky headland,
hacking channels and foundations for the walls to come much later.
Their industry, and their rate of progress, frequently left Gawain
speechless on the occasions when he’d shared a pint with Martan and
the others at The Orb’s Ending.

“G’wain?”

“Hmm?”

“I said, if I
am disturbing you, I shall return to the hall.”

Coming back to
the watchtower almost with a bump, he turned to see Elayeen gazing
up at him with a mixture of disappointment and annoyance. It had
been him, after all, who’d invited her to walk with him, in plain
sight of all and hand in hand, up the hill, here to the
watchtower.

“I’m sorry, E.
I was miles away. Forgive me.”

He smiled at
her, and slid his arm around her back, drawing her in front of him
so she stood facing the west, his arms wrapped around her and his
hands resting on the slight bulge of her abdomen. Elayeen had been
carrying their unborn child for four months now, and though the
term for ladies of elfkind was a full twelve months, was beginning
to show, much to the excitement of all the ladies in the growing
settlement that was Last Ridings.

“It has been
two weeks since our homecoming from Urgenenn’s Tower, miheth. And
still you are distracted.”

“I’ve had a lot
on my mind of late, it’s true. I’m sorry.”

“And you have
been even more distant since the arrival of the flame-haired lady
of Callodon, and her family.”

“Lyssa? I’ve
told you all about her. She and her father Allyn were the very
first good people I met on the road to Jarn, when first I was
banished.”

“Yet you have
spent a great deal of time in her company, since their arrival
here. Should I be concerned?”

“Only for your
head if you ask such a daft question again, my queen.”

Gawain hugged
her gently.

“It is
difficult for me to know you, sometimes. I miss the throth between
us. Especially since Maeve has told me so much about the
horse-kings of old. And especially with this,” and her Elayeen laid
her hands upon Gawain’s and lightly rubbed the bulge beneath her
red and gold tunic.

He kissed her
head. “Silly. This is the soon-to-be Prince of Raheen. If
anything, it makes you even more appealing.”

“More of an
appealing target, you mean.”

“Well, yes,
that too. So you’ve noticed the subtle changes in watchfulness I’ve
ordered then?”

“There is
little of anything subtle about the new guardhouse at the quay, nor
Ranger Foden patrolling mid-range around the way-station on the
south bank of the river. Neither is there subtlety in Ranger Yago’s
patrolling of the lands east of our forest, nor Ranger Kiran
roaming to the north. And, miheth, the less said about your plans
for a roundtower yonder at the headland, the better, at least where
subtlety is concerned.”

“I am merely
taking the kind of kingly precautions for my queen’s safety that my
loyal subjects expect of me. They’re your loyal subjects too, you
know. In fact they love you far more than they do me. Quite
rightly, too.”

“And they are
growing in number almost daily.”

“True,” Gawain
admitted, “But that’s all the more reason for precautions. The
Toorsencreed know we are here, thanks to Hellin’s new friends in
Juria, and when those new friends of hers in the west are able to
make a new Graken, will doubtless launch another assault upon us
from the air. And this,” he rubbed her tummy again, “Would
likely slow you down a little should any more of the scum you
encountered at Tarn Point dream of venturing this way.”

“Allazar
believes us reasonably safe from that particular threat,” she
sighed. “But yes, as the weeks progress I admit the growing
encumbrance is likely to lessen my ability to defend myself.
Already shooting a bow is a risky business. I am becoming larger in
other places, too.”

“I know,”
Gawain beamed.

“G’wain! That
is most unkingly of you.”

“Bah, we are
alone. And now our son is an encumbrance rather than a
this?”

“Did Valin or
Meeya not warn you concerning the oftentimes poor humour and
dangerous changes of mood suffered by the expectant elfin,
mihoth?”

“Ah. Yes, they
did, actually. Are you in poor humour now then?”

“Not yet,
G’wain, but you have been sailing close to the wind of late.”

“Hmm. Such
nautical terms always make me think of the Melusine, and my stomach
needs no such reminders.”

“I am sorry. In
spending time with Maeve and baby Kamryn I have also learned some
colloquial phrases from her and her husband, Ryan.”

“The
boat-builder.”

“The Master
boat-builder.”

“I know,”
Gawain kissed her head again, “I meant no offence in omitting his
title, you know that.”

“I do. But I am
feeling sensitive today. Especially where the flame-haired lady
newly arrived from Callodon is concerned.”

“Miheth, your
hair is growing soft and lush and long, and all trace of that brown
muck you splodged all over it after leaving Tarn is long, long
gone.”

“Long? It has
grown but a few inches since Dun Meven. It is still much shorter
than you like. I know it is.”

“Bah. Long
enough for me to run my fingers through. I am happy, miheth. Fret
not about Lyssa of Callodon, nor the length of her hair. She is a
bard, and tells a good tale in the hall of an evening as you well
know. Besides, she has asked, through Allazar, if she might serve
in our hall as a chronicler.”

“And you have
agreed?”

“I have,”
Gawain sighed, and felt the tug of strange aquamire again. “I can’t
explain it, E, but lately I’ve thought it might be a good idea to
make a record of all the events we have endured, together and
apart. Allazar keeps saying the world is changing, and though it
pains me to say it, he’s right.”

“Perhaps it is
the ancient book in the down-below I asked you to inscribe in
honour of Curator Dannis which has disturbed you, and made you
contemplate the making of such records?”

There was a
short pause, Gawain gazing over the top of Elayeen’s head towards
the west. Then he answered.

“Perhaps.”

“It is quite
probably a very bad thing to lie so brazenly with your hands
resting upon our unborn son, mihoth.”

Gawain smiled,
and squeezed her gently. “I’m sorry. Again. But it’s possible that
the very existence of the vault…”


“Down-below.”

“It’s possible
that the very existence of the down-below has added to the
unsettling eddies which have disturbed my calm of late, and yes,
also the ancient tome and its hundreds of blank pages. How was
that? D’you think this encumbrance heard me?”

“It was
eloquent and kingly, and yes, he probably did.”

“Has Allazar
made anything of the few pages which have been marked in that book?
Or Corax?”

“No. The book
is very old, the ink faded in spite of their insistence that the
rock of the cavern is somehow charmed to prevent rot or decay in
the stores secreted there.”

Gawain
shrugged. “Perhaps the spells or whatever they are don’t work on
ink. I’m not entirely sure it matters. Whoever it was made those
earlier inscriptions is long gone. If your friend Dannis was
correct, and the vaults… down-belows… were made by Aemon
himself, they pre-date even Morloch and the Eldenelves.”

“Time has a
habit of catching up with us, G’wain. We cannot run from it. We
cannot fight it.”

“No, we can’t.
Is that why you wanted the three of us to try to open the Morgmetal
casket together the day after the feast? Because you feel time has
caught up with us?”

Elayeen
shrugged. “It occurred to me that the three circles girdling the
triskele keyhole might require all three of us to turn the key, or
to be present when the lock was opened.”

“Alas.”

“I am not sorry
for the failure. I said so then, and I meant it. Likewise now. I
knew that both you and Allazar were disturbed by the hasty and
possibly shallow description I gave to you at Urgenenn’s Tower of
my earlier attempt. So then, I sought to ease both your minds, and
my own, by making the joint attempt when we returned.”

“You still
believe the box is for our son to open?”

“Yes.”

Gawain nodded,
and did his best to ease even closer to support his wife without
crushing her up against the balustrade.

“Allazar is
disturbed too,” she announced softly. “I am concerned that both of
you were affected by the tower more than you know.”

“In the
wizard’s case, I’ll admit it’s certainly possible. That bastard
Urgenenn was as mad as a bag of dog-bats. There was writing
scratched on every brick, block, stone and surface in there. I
suppose the traitor didn’t take much in the way of pencil and paper
with him when he fled the Hallencloister and made his foul home
there in the Eastbinding.”

“Do you think
it was the writing in the tower which has so altered the wizard’s
mood since we returned?”

Gawain pondered
the question.

“No,” he
finally declared, and with conviction. “No, it may have disturbed
him at the time, or not, I don’t know. It was the battle with
Kallaman Goth I think which disturbed him much more, and the brief
but shocking appearance of Eldenbeard. He was terrifying, E. I
stood face to face with Morloch’s power in the deep dark below the
Teeth, and I’ve gone toe to toe with iron-masked lords of the Goth,
and felt only rage and disgust and a powerful urge to destroy every
last one of them. But seeing Allazar as I did in the tower,
that was frightening. That was what I imagined all great
wizards would be like, back when I was a boy. All power, all
arrogance, and not a hint of humanity.”

Gawain sighed
again, and then continued. “But all trace of it faded quickly and
he was his normal beardy self when we left the Eastbinding, and all
the way back here. And even up until a few days after our
homecoming he was the usual useless goit on a stick we’ve come to
expect. It was later he became so distracted, not long after he
sent a couple of Harribek’s birds to Brock, after the feast, in
fact.”

“And you are
sure you have not berated him, or otherwise upset him?”

“Me? Why would
I ever do something like that? When he’s not been teaching Corax,
exploring the down-below, or striding about the place trying to
look important, he’s had his nose stuck in his notebooks. I’ve
hardly had cause to speak to him, much less berate him for
anything.”

“No,” Elayeen
agreed, “You’ve been very busy with the bard-chronicler from
Callodon, or in the tavern drinking with dwarves.”

“I haven’t!”
Gawain squeaked, “I’ve been about my kingly duties, and especially
those concerning you, Ranger Leeny, Queen of Raheen!”

Elayeen smiled,
and he knew it, even though he couldn’t see it standing behind her
as he was. She always did when he called her that, just as the new
steward of the hall, Arbo, always did whenever Elayeen called him
by name.

“Do not think
you can ease yourself back into my affections with such blatant and
glib stratagems, G’wain. Ranger Leeny your queen is far from easily
impressed.”

“Bah.”

Elayeen leaned
back into him, and folded his arms tighter about her.

“Why did you
ask me to accompany you here, G’wain? It wasn’t to watch Martan and
his friends levelling the top of the headland.”

He sighed. And
paused, and pondered.

“There is a
tension rising in the hall,” he finally declared. “And for good
reason. Tomorrow is the day Brock plans to cross the River Ostern
in force, to begin the long-awaited liberation of the Old Kingdom.
At least it is if Brock hasn’t changed his mind or the date of his
incursion. Tyrane is fretful, as are the men of the Black and Gold
down there with him. In truth, I am fretful too. Allazar is distant
and distracted, the men are tense and nervous, and even the horses
in the fields behind the tavern have sensed it and they, too, are
uneasy. I thought perhaps the sight of the two of us might reassure
them all, and I thought also to remove you from the hubbub for an
hour or two.”

There was
another pause then, Elayeen stroking his forearm while she
considered his words.

“There is more,
though, G’wain. I can feel it through your embrace.”

“Yes.”

“You should
know, if you hadn’t already guessed,” she whispered, and drew in a
deep breath. “You should know we can see the darkness in you now,
all of us of the ninety-five.”

“The
darkness?”

“The darkness
you brought back with you from Urgenenn’s Tower. We can see it with
our eldeneyes, swimming deep in the heart of the steel, in the
sword upon your back. And we can see it swimming deep in the heart
of you.”

“I hadn’t
considered the possibility,” Gawain admitted softly.

“There has
always been a darkness within you, G’wain, I have always known
that, and when we were throth, I could see it even before I became
the Sight and you the Deed. But the darkness our eldeneyes now can
see is different, and tangible, and of the kind gathered by your
blade which made all elves fear to touch the sword when first you
were carried from the field of battle and to my care in my
brother’s province.”

“Not all elves
feared the sword, Elayeen. You didn’t.”

“I did. But I
loved you more than I feared the black steel of that ancient
weapon, and so I carried it, and cleaned it, and brought it to your
bedside in the hope that it would aid you in the fight against the
poison that coursed through your veins.”

“It seems so
long ago, that day near the forest, when Black Riders charged me
down, and I was struck by one of their bolts. Eem frith am
Gan-thal, I said to the shadows gathered about me, and then I
awoke to fire and ice, pain and beauty.”

Elayeen turned
in his arms and buried her face in his chest, holding him in a
fierce embrace.

“You are
planning to leave me again,” she whispered, and the words were more
statement than question.

“There is a
question which must be answered, E, and, like Urgenenn’s Tower, it
must be addressed. It plagues me, Elayeen. It vexes me. It drives
me to the distraction you have noticed. Even here, alone with you,
and holding you, it twists and writhes within me demanding to be
heard, demanding to be asked, and demanding to be answered. I
cannot hope to find any peace while that question remains. I don’t
think any of us can.”

“And I am
powerless to prevent you asking it. Though my heart screams for you
to remain, never to leave my side, there is another voice which
lurks as a ghost in a crypt, and I know, G’wain, I know that if I
try to keep you here, it will rise up again, and speak.”

“Eldengaze?”
Gawain gasped, fearing the answer.

“Yes.”

“Oh, E… I
thought us free of that cursed bitchwizard! I thought us free of
it!” And he held her closer and tighter still while she fought and
lost the battle against a shuddering sob.

“Time is
catching up with us, G’wain. We cannot run from it. We cannot fight
it. Please don’t let go.”

 


oOo


2.
Questions

 


“How is Corax
progressing with Imzenn’s old staff?” Gawain asked, sitting on a
long bench of rock carved into a wall of the down-below.

He and Allazar
had been sitting there alone for some time, watching water gurgling
from a curiously-shaped spout, wizard-made and cut into the far
wall. The water was clear as crystal, and sparkled in the Aemon’s
Light shining from Allazar’s staff, illuminating the otherwise
invisible map etched above the gushing spring.

“Hmm?”

Gawain felt
anger flaring. “Come on, wizard, for ‘spit’s sake! You’ve been like
a child whose favourite toy was broken these last two weeks!”

“I am sorry,
Longsword, I have been distracted…”

“You cannot
afford to be! None of us can. Rak by now will have taken ship at
Sudshear bound for Princetown Harbour, Brock by now will have sent
word to Igorn to ready all his hopes for the crossing of the
Ostern, and the Toorseneth by now will have doubtless learned of
the destruction of Urgenenn’s Tower and are doubtless already
plotting the course of their vengeance against Elayeen and me!
Whatever work it is dragging your wits far from where they’re
needed, abandon it!”

“Forgive me,
Longsword. It…” then he tailed off, and sighed, and Gawain saw the
wizard’s shoulders slump.

“What?”

“Hmm?”

“It. What it?
It!”

Again Allazar
sighed. “It seems I have acquired my own box of worms, as you so
quaintly describe it. I am plagued by them. But these are ancient
worms and of course you are quite right, it is in the here and now
my full attention is needed.”

Gawain eyed the
wizard, looking for signs of the dreadful light he’d seen burning
in Allazar’s eyes in the black tower beyond the Eastbinding.

“What?” Allazar
croaked, his expression becoming a trifle alarmed.

“Is it
Eldenbeard?” Gawain asked bluntly.

Allazar
blinked.

“Well, is
it?”

“No, I don’t
think so…”

“Good. Only I
am plagued by my own worms, and said as much to E this morning at
the watchtower. There was talk of Eldengaze returning, and frankly,
it scared the both of us more than we’d care to admit to anyone
else.”

“Talk of
Eldengaze returning? What in sight of the sun could possibly have
prompted such a conversation between you? Were you fighting? Did
you not heed the warnings of elves concerning the dangerous moods
experienced by expectant ladies of the forest-born?”

“No we were not
fighting, and yes I heeded the warnings. Mostly. If you must know,
and you probably should know, which is why I had you meet me down
here after all, I was trying to find a way to broach the subject of
my leaving her again.”

“You’re
leaving?”

“Don’t squeak,
Allazar, it echoes around this cavern like a bat with its arse on
fire.”

“You’re
leaving?” the wizard asked again, shocked. “And us scarcely two
weeks returned from ridding the world of the Toorsencreed’s eastern
stronghold?”

Gawain sighed.
“Yes. As I said, I am plagued by my own worms. But now they seem to
have become one very large one. A great slithering snake of a worm.
I’d hoped to broach the matter to Elayeen gently, but she saw
through me almost immediately. That was when Eldengaze was
mentioned.”

“Mentioned
how?”

“She said that
she felt… that she knew, that if she tried to stop me
answering the question which has plagued me since the Feast of
First Choosing, Eldengaze would rise once more. It seems the
ancient bitchwizard is somehow aware of my intentions. Which really
rather disturbs me, even more than your mumbling about the place as
though you’re not really here.”

“What is this
snake of a worm, Longsword?” Allazar’s eyes were wide, and filled
with apprehension in the reflected Aemon’s Light from the lustrous
Dymendin he held.

“You go first.
You’ve clearly got something awful plaguing you, too, and if it’s
anything to do with Eldenbeard, then all three of us who stood
together in the circles at Raheen are doubtless now poised on the
brink of some ancient wizard-made precipice; a chasm every bit as
wide and as deep as the Avongard Canyon and carved out by the same
crypt-dwelling eldenbastards, too.”

Allazar sighed
and nodded, and lowered his head, gazing deep into the lustrous
pearl-white of the staff.

“I have been
reading the notes Master Arramin sent concerning the Morgmetal
casket passed down through the ages to our lady. I became convinced
that there was some other message, hidden itself within the clues
which led to the casket’s finding. They were clever, Longsword, oh
they were clever who hid that box from the world! And Master
Arramin clever too, as they knew and intended that the finder must
be. Imagine a story, Longsword, and in that story an obscure
reference, spoken by a character perhaps, or mentioned in prose. An
historical reference which would hold no real importance for anyone
save an erudite historian.

“And in
following that reference, another story is found, containing
another reference likewise unimportant except to that historian,
his interest now piqued, and thus the trail followed. A pointer
here, a reference there; Master Arramin was brilliant, Longsword,
is brilliant. And yet, in following the path and his
attention fixed upon it unto the discovery of the casket waiting at
its very end, he failed perhaps to notice other, simpler clues
hidden in plain sight.”

“Unless of
course the elders knew that only a dullard D’ith pat stupid enough
to stand in the circles and unleash their unimaginable powers would
be able to spot such simple clues.”

“Indeed,
Longsword. Indeed.”

Gawain nodded,
and felt his stomach sink. “Elayeen said that time has caught up
with us. How many times have I railed against the eldenbeards, and
how many times have you tried to reassure me that my anger was
foolish and misplaced?”

“Too many to
count.”

“And yet here
we now sit, in a vault perhaps of Aemon’s making, a refuge ancient
before Morloch fled the Hallencloister and began the nightmare.
Behind us, hidden in a small chamber, a Morgmetal boxed passed
through the ages to Elayeen, She Who Wears The Horse Though She
Be Born of Tree, and all three of us at the mercy of events
foreseen more than sixty-two lifetimes ago. But I interrupted
you.”

The wizard drew
in a breath, gathered his thoughts, and continued.

“When the worm
began stirring, when it hinted that another clue or message was
hidden within the notes passed to me by Master Arramin, I began to
make notes of my own. You have seen my notebook, Longsword.”

“Yes. Your
scribendana. You spent enough time calling for it in your misery at
the inn at the foot of the Downland Pass the day the circles
afflicted us.”

“Yes. Mi
scribendana.”

Gawain smiled,
though sadly. “Compindathu.”

“You named me
Keeper of the Staff of Raheen,” Allazar whispered, with great
pride, and great love, and great sorrow.

“Stick.”

“Yes. And it
was while standing in the puddles in your father’s hall I saw in
the reflection of the staff, black then as it was fresh from the
hand of Salaman Goth, the runes of the three circles, and only then
did I understand something of them, for it is only in the
reflection of a burnished cylinder that they may be read.”

“Oh such happy
days.”

Allazar
snorted, and nodded sadly. “Do you remember how long I sat upon the
dais before the broken thrones, meticulously copying all the runes
and symbols in that dark marble floor? And then you showed me how
they changed, every time someone stepped into them?”

“I remember
everything, Allazar. Sometimes I think it is a curse that I
do.”

“Well. So then,
mi scribendana. My notebook. I began to make notes concerning the
notes Master Arramin sent to me, notes about notes, looking for the
clues which the worms told me were there. But then I became
distracted. In a pause, here, actually, in this vault, sitting at
the desk upon which lies the ancient book intended as a journal for
all those who pass through this refuge. I flicked through my
notebook, and saw all the notes I had made concerning the circles
of Raheen.”

Allazar paused,
and extinguished the Light of Aemon, the cavern lit now only by the
dull orange of glowstones in the roof.

“And?”

“Hmm? Oh. You
recall the goldpaper transliteration Master Arramin found, and how
he sent me a copy of that remarkable artefact? In the notes,
together with the Morgmetal box?”

Gawain’s heart
began to beat a little faster. “I do.”

“I of course
committed it to memory, according to his advice, the better to aid
me should I ever again encounter the written language of the
Eldenelves. And there, in my notes, I read that which had eluded me
in your father’s hall.”


“Adjectives?”

“Adjectives.
And more. Insights, you would call them.”

And Allazar
then turned his head, and gazed at Gawain with such great sorrow it
at once called to mind Valin, and how the elf had seemed so often
on the brink of revealing a dread secret. But, like the ranger,
Allazar simply sighed, and turned his gaze away, and back towards
the gurgling water.

Gawain waited
for the wizard to continue, well past the point of patience.

“Must I command
you to speak of your discovery?”

“I am sorry. I
was gathering my thoughts.”

“Liar. Now I
know how Elayeen sees through me so easily, if my attempts at delay
or dissembling are as feeble as yours.”

“It is simply
that I dread my own insights, and would refuse to admit their
possibility if I could.”

“The air in
here is filled with sudden sorrow, Allazar. I have seen in Valin’s
eyes the same sadness I saw just now in yours. These insights, they
concern Elayeen, and our son.”

“They concern
us all three, Gawain.”

“Oh now as
Martan might say, there’s a cause for trouser-bricks and no
mistake.”

“We were all of
us rewritten,” Allazar whispered. “Our own separate qualities
turned each of the three rune-rings, and all three rings aligned
unlocked the great power of the circles which smote the Teeth and
smacked Morloch back behind the wall of his binding. And then… then
those qualities in us were rewritten to achieve a single end.”

“Friyenheth,
Ceartus, Omniumde.”

Allazar paused
before answering. “Yes.”

“We’d already
deduced as much along the way, Allazar, ever since you scribbled
your answers to our questions in your scribendana outside the inn,
there at the foot of the pass. Before Jaxon and Kahla marched into
view and Elayeen shot the Grimmand, and you were able once again to
speak the common tongue. We’ve known we were changed since then.
How else do you explain my surviving Elve’s Blood poison, or
explain Eldengaze, the spreading of the Sight and the vast
outpourings of white fire you couldn’t possibly hope to summon
before the circles changed you? How else do you explain your
knowledge of the Pangoricon?”

Still, Allazar
cut a small and sorrowful figure sat on the bare rock bench. Still
he seemed crushed by the weight of some profound understanding
which remained beyond Gawain’s ability to grasp.

For his part,
Gawain’s mind reeled, searching through the grey mist of strange
aquamire in search of an answer to the unspoken conundrum posed by
the sad and silent wizard. But always through the wispy fog of
intuition swam unbidden the vision of the citadel which had
troubled him since he’d lain abed, Elayeen asleep beside him, in
the early hours before dawn after their homecoming feast.

But then
Allazar drew in a deep breath, and straightened his back, clutching
his staff tightly, as if the iron-heavy Dymendin would lend its
enormous and unbendable strength to the wizard’s spine. Which,
Gawain thought, it probably did.

“But,” the
wizard declared, “I returned to my initial studies of Master
Arramin’s materials, and unravelled the final, simple clue
contained in all the pieces of the puzzle which led him to the
unearthing of the casket. Or perhaps I should say, the penultimate
clue, for it points the way to the final piece of the puzzle.”

“Do you have
your scribendana with you, there in your bag?” Gawain pointed to
the battered leather satchel, which usually found repose either
over the wizard’s shoulder or in his saddle-bags.

“I do.” Allazar
looked surprised.

“May I borrow
it and a pencil for a moment?”

“Of course,
Longsword…”

Allazar fished
out the items and passed them Gawain. The notebook was grubby but
surprisingly intact given its age, and for a moment Gawain thought
the same might be said of its owner, but humour was a fleeting
shadow, gone in an instant. The pencil was worn to a nub, and held
in the makeshift jaws of a split and hollowed stick bound with
twine, the better to extend the life of the well-used
implement.

On the blank
leaf at the end of the notebook, Gawain wrote a single word, closed
the book, and handed the two items back to their rightful
owner.

“The final clue
is what, Allazar?”

“Hidden in
plain sight in the notes sent to me by Master Arramin is the title
of a final tome, and that itself is likewise hidden in plain sight.
The final piece of the ancient puzzle is the illustrated Book of
Thangar, one of the earliest tomes still legible in the library at
the Hallencloister. By coincidence, or perhaps not, I had made a
note, in your father’s hall, that one of the circles had about it a
hint of the stylistic runes which adorn the cover of that
tome.”

“I remember you
saying so, before Elayeen arrived. Before Salaman Goth arrived. You
were eating half a cow stuffed between two loaves as I recall, made
for you at the inn by Tyrane’s men.”

Allazar
frowned, recalling the moment when Gawain had burst into
uncontrollable and inconsolable tears, both of them sitting on the
marble dais before the broken thrones of Raheen. Sitting as they
were now, side by side, on the cold rock of Aemon’s making.

“I remember,
Longsword.”

“Look in your
notebook, Allazar, there at the end, the word I have written. The
word is the name of the snake of a worm which demands my attention,
and calls me away from my love, my hearth, and my hall.”

With trembling
fingers, the wizard opened the notebook and read there the one word
Gawain had written. Hallencloister.

 


“They will not
grant us entry,” Allazar announced, a good time later. A time
filled with silent contemplation, both of them watching the waters
of the spring gurgling into a small pool served by some hidden
drain, the pool never overflowing, and never draining away, always
holding the same level.

“They’ll have
no vakin choice.”

“When it was
built so very long ago, the citadel was so constructed to keep out
the barbarians of commonkind.”


“Commonkind?”

“The ancient
name given by wizardkind to all those not wizardkind. The history I
learned there spoke of warring tribes, and elves more elvish even
than now. The Hallencloister was built in the days before Morloch,
and its architects took into account the canny nature of men and
how it might be employed to gain entry into what was then more of a
wizard’s enclave and sanctuary, rather than the great place of
learning and repository of knowledge we know it as today.”

“Which
you know it as today. I know it as a nest of vipers.”

“The
persecution of wizards was rife in those early days. Hence the need
for great fortress walls. It is only once inside that the true
spectacle of the place is revealed.”

“I shall
reserve my judgement as to the nature of the spectacle until I’ve
seen it myself.”

“Calhaneth was
built upon concentric circles, each smaller and grander than the
next until the great roundtower and Wheel of Thought was achieved
at its centre. The Hallencloister is built on a rectangular
pattern, each cloister giving way to another until the centre is
reached. A great square courtyard is found in the heart of the
place, at the centre of which lies the Fountain of Zaine…” Allazar
sighed, drifting into his memories. “The fountain is circular;
apart perhaps from the columns of the cloisters it the only object
built within the walls to posses such architecture. A round pool of
crystal clear water from the middle of which rises a pillar of
tiered circular dishes forming a cascade, water spilling from one
dish down into the next before achieving the pool at the bottom. It
symbolises, of course, the purity of knowledge, and its spreading
down through the ranks of the D’ith until the greater circle of the
pool at the base representing commonkind is finally filled and the
people enlightened.”

Gawain said
nothing. The atmosphere in the vault was filled with melancholy
enough, and he had no heart for teasing or insults.

“Five dishes in
the fountain, five great nested quadrangles. The outer, dwellings,
dining halls, dormitories and lesser classrooms for the D’ith pat,
and the inner, libraries and centres of higher learning and study,
students advancing from the outer towards the final cloister of
Sek. Four towers lie within the walls, one each at the cardinal
points, great keeps of stone from the tops of which each of the
four Sardorians could observe the mystic domains which were their
nominal responsibility. Back when there were four
Sardorians, and not the single Sardor of today. The towers were
said to contain the chambers of the Masters of Sek, who enjoyed
luxury far exceeding anything dreamed of in the humble dormitories
or monastic cells I was accustomed to. I never entered those
towers. I had neither the rank nor the reason so to do. Except
once, when I was dragged as a boy before three imposing wizards
seated behind an imposing table…” Allazar’s voice faded as he
drifted into the memory.

“We’ll have
time to discuss in detail the layout of the place on our journey
there, Allazar. You’ve already described the citadel to me, as well
as to the three kings at Ferdan when we journeyed there before
Far-gor.”

“I’m sorry.
Yes, so I did. I wish Master Arramin were here. He might be able to
convince you that there is no hope of gaining entry should the
inhabitants refuse to open the gates. Nothing short of riding on
the back of Graken could get you in there, not with all its gates
drawn up.”

“Yes,” Gawain
agreed, “You’ve said that before, too.”

“I have?”

“Yes, at
Raheen, after the destruction of Salaman Goth and when Elayeen told
us both all the news she had gleaned in Jarn, and she spoke of the
Hallencloister’s gates all being drawn up. You described the
citadel then as being as impregnable.”

Allazar nodded.
“Before we stood together in the circles. I must have been wiser
than I thought, in those days.”

“Not wise
enough, or none of us would have stepped into them.”

“And yet,” the
wizard sighed, “There now would be no world, had we not. The Teeth
breached, Morloch able to cross them, these lands in the grip of
his army of Meggen and the Empire in the west in the grip of
Goth-lords rising, he would have consumed us all.”

“And doubtless
still intends to. So many things demanded our attention when first
we met, and since. We have done so much together, in these few
short years. It seems to me our attention was ever diverted away
from the Hallencloister.”

“And still you
intend to leave Last Ridings, and leave our lady here?”

“I have to,
Allazar. This is not about an ancient book in an ancient library,
not for me. Ever since Elayeen told me of the compulsions she felt
which drove her from Tarn and into the wilds of the south, I have
wondered how it must have felt. How it must have been for her,
answering a call only she could hear and feel. Now I know. Every
time I close my eyes for a moment’s peace, I see visions of the
Hallencloister you described. High walls, immense gates, standing
in pride and arrogance atop a rise and dominating the lands all
around it, as unassailable as Raheen itself once stood. I am being
driven, Allazar. I am compelled to go there.”

“And you will
not take Elayeen with you?”

“No. Not for
all the wealth in the lands would I take her north of the
Sudenstem, not now. Not now she bears our son. I would build a
Hallencloister citadel of my own around her, if I could.”

“And if she
insists?”

Gawain shook
his head. “She won’t. Just as she won’t do or say anything to
prevent my leaving. She, too, is compelled, only to silence and
inaction, where I am compelled to the Hallencloister. It is the one
unanswered question which dominates all others. And even you, it
seems, are intended to go there with me.”

“Yes. So it
would seem. I must at least try to see the Book of Thangar for
myself.”

“And so, beardy
White Stick of Raheen, to my original question.”

“Which
was?”

“How is Corax
progressing with Imzenn’s old staff?”

“Well enough,
under the circumstances. I believe his long and patient hours
sitting in holes and ditches studying rocks have strengthened and
disciplined his mind enough to cope with the lessons I and Master
Arramin have taught him. He would never pass the examinations of
Sek, but when it comes to the defence of our lady and your hall, he
will pass any test, even at the expense of his own life, should it
ever be necessary.”

“And let us
hope it isn’t.”

“Indeed.”

There was
another silence then, the two of them sitting alone together in the
dull orange gloom.

Finally Gawain
spoke, and softly. “Why does this feel like an ending,
Allazar?”

“I do not know,
my friend. Perhaps it is? Perhaps the enigma that is the D’ith
Hallencloister is the last obstacle to our peace. The world all
about us is changing, and it, like us, holds its breath awaiting
outcomes. I fear for Brock’s venture in the west, I fear for
Hellin’s future in the north, and now, with the D’ith
Hallencloister our destination, I fear for our own.”

“As do I.”

“When do we
leave? It is perhaps four weeks ride north to the
Hallencloister.”

“Perhaps a
little less if we don’t dawdle, and it’s a bit slightly west of
north.”

“And when do we
leave?”

“I was trying
to avoid that question in the hope that I would blink and the snake
of a worm would be gone.”

“I am
sorry.”

“I, too.
Tomorrow morning, at dawn. If Brock holds to his plans, it’s
tomorrow he crosses the Ostern. And it’s tomorrow we cross the
Sudenstem. A swift and clean break will make it easier than a
lengthy farewell, and in truth, there is little we need to do to
prepare.”

“Our lady will
not let you leave without Sighted eyes to watch over you, you know
that.”

“Yes. If she
insists, and doubtless she will, I’ll take Ranger Venderrian. He
did well at the tower.”

“And no-one
else?”

“No. I intend
to speed our journey there and back. All I want is the
Hallencloister’s answer to a very simple question, and then we’ll
return and build our lives here.”

“And the
question?”

“Why.”
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3.
Arrangements

 


Gawain eyed
them all at the table, his trusted friends, his lieutenants, his
allies. None of them seemed particularly happy. It was Tyrane who
spoke first, as Gawain knew it would be. The Callodonian officer
had been, after all, Gawain’s Adjutant at the Battle of Far-gor,
and a good friend long before that.

“You know my
failings as well I, m’lord,” the tall and crisply-dressed Major
declared softly. “It should therefore come as no surprise that I
cannot imagine a reason why you would leave your hall so soon after
your return from the Eastbinding, especially since it is well known
that the Hallencloister was sealed tight as a drum even before we
left the foot of Raheen and travelled the Jarn Road together.”

“I know, my
friend. And that is the very reason I must go there. If all other
counsel is to be believed, and Morloch is indeed a spent force
licking his wounds behind the Teeth, if the Toorseneth now has
naught but spies and penny-blades east of Elvendere for the
exercising of its will, and if Brock and Igorn meet success in the
Old Kingdom in the weeks to come, then there are but two forces
which may yet act against us here in Last Ridings.”

“Two,
sire?”

“Aye, Wex, two.
First, Hellin’s Hall, and the queen herself blind and embittered
and broken on the wheel of grief. She has set her face against us,
and with her new and fresh-faced matrimonial alliance with the elf
lordling Insinnian, she is busy now handing her people, and us with
them, on a plate to the ToorsenViell. And second, the D’ith
Hallencloister, which by mystic means or by our own urgent business
elsewhere has evaded all attention since its gates were closed.
There is nothing we can or should do about Hellin. Her own people
will make their feelings known in due course. But the
Hallencloister must remain a conundrum no more.”

“Yet, my lord,
none have been admitted since the gates were drawn up,” the wizard
Corax reminded them, “And none have come out. At least, not to
anyone’s knowledge.”

Gawain nodded.
“I know. And that is why I must go there. It is the single biggest
piece missing from a puzzle as yet incomplete, which, if my
intuition is correct, might hold the answer to the one question all
of us have been afraid to ask since the new Hall of Raheen was
built here in Last Ridings.”

“What question,
m’lord?”

Gawain smiled
at Tyrane. “May we now at last dwell here in peace, and build our
lives anew, untroubled, in friendship and in joy?”

“The answer to
that is already known, miThal,” Valin sighed. “Did we not learn
from the enemy at Urgenenn’s Tower that the Toorseneth possesses
seed, and spore, and spawn?”

“Yes.”

“Then,” Elayeen
declared, her voice quiet, and lilting, and rich with sorrow,
“There can be no peace for us, and our lives shall always be
troubled. Not until the liberation of Elvendere may we ever hope to
be safe from the Toorseneth.”

“Which is of
course why I have taken such precautions as I have, miheth. And why
I have called you all to this table here in my hall, to ensure
those precautions continue in my absence. Allazar and I will be
gone no more than two months, all being well. Less, if the Sardor
of Hallencloister has the good sense to answer my question promptly
and with courtesy. In the meantime, my friend Martan and his team
have their orders and are busy about their business. Please do not
impede them in any way.”

“We have the
down-below, sire,” Wex frowned, shifting nervously in his seat. “Is
a fort at the headland really needed, do you believe? Is there
something we should know?”

“I hope not.
But we have seen the kind of creatures which might be spawned
against us through the power of aquamire, be it of the false
variety or otherwise. Our settlement and its population are
growing, and I want everyone safe, not just those who can be
accommodated in the vault. Down-below.”

Wex nodded. He
was of course Gawain’s man, and could not oppose his king’s
departure. But it was plain to see that he, and doubtless all the
others in the Crown’s Guard too when they found out, was far from
happy at the prospect.

“Will you take
Rider Reef with you again, sire?”

“No. I’ll take
none of the Guard. Your duty is entirely to our lady and the new
prince she bears. I’ll not reduce the number of watchful eyes about
my queen for the sake of company on what I hope will be a simple
and speedy journey. It may be that the wizards are right, and I
shall gain no admittance to the whitebeards’ den, so be it then,
the sooner I’ll return. But make no mistake, there’s but one thing
I expect of those who serve me, and one boon I hope my friends not
bound by fealty will grant me, and that is the defence and
protection of my queen.”

“Our enemies
have seed, spore, and spawn, miThal. Which of the rangers will you
take to be your Sighted eyes on this journey?”

“You shall take
at least one, my lord,” Elayeen said, and her voice, as Gawain had
expected, brooked no argument.

“Ranger
Venderrian. Unless you, my lady, or Rangers Valin or Meeya, know of
any reason why it should be someone else?”

Elayeen glanced
from Meeya to Valin, and receiving no sign of disapproval,
acquiesced.

“Ven it is
then,” Gawain declared. “Ranger Valin, would you make the
arrangements? I intend to cross to the south bank at dawn, thence
to West Forkings and its ferry to the north side.”

“I shall,
miThal.”

“Thank you. And
thank you all, I know each of you has a thousand questions, and
likely a thousand reasons why I should not undertake this journey.
But my own reason is not the only one for making the trek north;
Allazar too has good cause to accompany me. My friend Tyrane, I
know you and your men are fretful concerning events soon to take
place near the Jarn Gap. I share your concerns, of course. Your
remaining here in Last Ridings is a source of great comfort both to
myself and to my queen. But this time, I don’t expect to see you
riding up behind me dragging a carriage-bow or some other ancient
weapon with which to assail the gates of the Hallencloister.”

“Understood,
m’lord,” Tyrane smiled sadly, “I shall remain, and do what I can
here, on King Brock’s behalf, and in honour of friendship.”

Gawain nodded
his gratitude. “There is one thing you might look to, with your
professional eye?”

“Name it,
m’lord.”

“Our settlement
grows, as you know, and with more farming expertise having arrived
from Callodon of late, fresh crops have been sown. Yet we have
little or no winter stores put aside in the down-below. Dun Meven
was very well provisioned. Could you draw up a list of stores,
enough to see all our people through winter at least, and perhaps
some besides? If you haven’t already, that is.”

“I can, m’lord.
Jars of pickled roping?”

Gawain smiled.
“If you insist, but my friends Lord Rak, Ognorm, and Martan of
Tellek brought half a boat-load of frak with them which is already
snug in the down-below, so it’ll be you and your men Clane and Bari
eating the fishy delicacy, not me or mine.”

“We can discuss
such practical matters in the days to come, Major,” Elayeen
announced softly, “I will arrange with Arbo and others to assist in
obtaining the provisions from West Forkings, or Mereton if
necessary.”

“M’lady.”

Gawain nodded,
and again glanced around the table. Elayeen, Allazar, Corax,
Tyrane, Wex, Valin, and Meeya. He’d decided to leave Martan and the
other dwarves in peace, they knew his requirements and were working
hard to meet them. Wex would advise the Crown’s Guard, Valin would
notify Ranger Venderrian. Precautions had been taken, and there was
now little else to do but pass the hours until dawn, and their
departure. Still, Gawain was reluctant to end their gathering so
abruptly, it seemed to make him feel like a thief in his own hall,
stealing food and drink from the table and then running away into
the night.

“How long
before we might expect to hear anything from Brock,” he asked of
Tyrane, “Concerning his efforts in the Old Kingdom?”

“I saw birds
and a Birdmaster in the lists of Igorn’s materiel. Communication
from the command tent to his Majesty will be speedy. But until
Harribek’s birds are fully trained here, we can expect a delay in
learning anything direct from the court. Harks Hearth will send
word by rider to Dun Meven and Mereton. Thence it’ll come downriver
to us here.”

“Pellarn is a
large land,” Allazar declared. “Liberating it might take some
considerable time, even with aid from the Gorian resistance
there.”

“And even with
nothing but mercenaries to hold Pellarn Castletown, it could still
take time and a siege to breach their defences. It could be weeks
before we hear anything, m’lord, and months before the Old Kingdom
is fully restored.”

“And it will
take time to restore the breach in the barriers, mystic and common,
along the Eramak,” Allazar added sternly, “And during that time
Pellarn is still at risk from Maraciss and his armies.”

Gawain nodded.
“Much will depend on the Goth-lord’s ambitions. If his jealousy of
his brother and his lust for the golden throne of Zanatheum is
all-consuming, Maraciss will count as nothing the loss of Pellarn
and expend all his efforts and direct all his resources towards the
northwest. If it’s lust for power only which drives him, as it did
Armun Tal, he might not cede Pellarn so easily. Everything seems to
depend upon how mad Maraciss is, and having said that, it’s no
wonder the world is holding its breath.”

“During the
feast, m’lord, you said that Pelliman Goth’s ship was the fly in
the ointment. Have you had any more thoughts on the subject?”

“Yes. We know
Kallaman Goth was ensconced within Urgenenn’s Tower to observe the
keeping of the pact between the Toorseneth and Maraciss under
threat of the Goth-lord’s invading the east should elfwizards fail
to uphold their end of the bargain. It made little sense to me, in
truth, knowing Maraciss is fixed upon the throne of Empire. But
madness abounds, it seems, and so I tried to put myself in the
Goth-lord’s shoes, and the more I thought about it, the more
bizarre the pact twixt ToorsenViell and Goth-lords became.”

Gawain took a
sip of wine, and then gazed into the rich, dark liquid.

“And the ship?”
Allazar prompted.

“Oh. Sorry. I
put myself in Simatheum, in Maraccis’ shoes, and tried to imagine
his circumstances. Another lesson from dear old Captain Hass. He
told me, y’highness, we’re all a product of our times and our
training. Understand the times and the enemy’s training, and you
have the key to his mind. Can any of us hope to imagine the
tightrope upon which Maraciss now walks? From Salaman Goth he has
learned dark wizardry and begun the second rising of the
Goth-lords. He has made enemies of Morloch, his brother and
Emperor, Zersees, and all the lands here in the east since the
taking of Pellarn. With Salaman Goth he sought the same weapon
Morloch wanted for himself three hundred years ago, and if he’d
achieved it, he would have destroyed utterly Pellarn Castletown and
all its inhabitants as surely as Calhaneth was razed, before
marching with it to Zanatheum.

“Not only must
he contend with any dark wizards still loyal to a weakened Morloch,
but also his neighbours, other Goth-lords arisen and ambitious in
that vast land we call the Empire. And on his eastern flank, the
great forest of Elvendere, which he knows is filled with elves, all
of them well-trained with the bow and masters of their domain.

“Enemies to the
north, and to the west, and possibly even to the south if Armunland
and its Tals oppose him, or if a Goth-lord rises there now to fill
the void left by the destruction of Salaman Goth. Of course he
would fear the east, and jump at the chance to enjoy free passage
along the border with Elvendere. And of course he would be
suspicious of everything and everyone, trusting only himself. Such
is the lot of the dictator who governs by force alone, there is
always another waiting in the wings to usurp the usurper. Loyalty
in such lands is bought, either with coin or with fear.

“So he sent
Kallaman Goth to observe. Not simply to see the terms of their
contract met, but perhaps also to spy, and learn the nature and
intent of those who occupy such a long and unbroken border with his
lands.”

“Then we are
fortunate Kallaman Goth is dead,” Tyrane declared, “Since he would
also know how weak are these lands.”

“Indeed,”
Gawain agreed. “I doubt even the Toorseneth would betray all of us
and themselves by selling or giving away such knowledge. But
without a Graken of his own, and that was probably a stipulation by
the Toorseneth whose creed would not permit a dark wizard flapping
about the place, Kallaman Goth was trapped behind the Eastbinding,
his Eye of Morloch blinded, except perhaps for the short sight of
the device borne aloft by his Condavian. Pelliman Goth was sent to
retrieve him from Urgenenn’s Tower and there are many reasons I can
think of for that. Some are alarming, some are encouraging.

“But the simple
fact is, and the only reason at the root of all other causes for
Pelliman Goth’s ship is, Maraciss believed retrieving Kallaman Goth
worth risking the life of Pelliman Goth, and a ship, its crew, and
any retinue sent with the dark wizard for his protection.”

“And those
risks combined are resources of considerable value indeed,” Allazar
frowned. “Just as well then, as Major Tyrane noted, that Kallaman
Goth is destroyed.”

“You said some
reasons were alarming, m’lord, and some encouraging?”

“I did, Tyrane,
and perhaps it’s as well you can’t imagine them as I can.”

“Perhaps just
one of the encouraging ones then, m’lord? Just to give me some hope
in the weeks to come, you understand.”

Gawain nodded.
“Yes I do. Well then, here’s the most encouraging one I can think
of: Maraciss is so desperately short of dark wizards to serve his
cause, he risked one of great power to fetch another home.”

“He did
expend considerable resources against us on our quest for the Orb,”
Allazar mused.

And though the
mood around the table remained melancholy, Tyrane at least looked a
little less distressed than he had after the meal and the
commencement of the meeting.

“And on that
cheery note, I hope you will forgive me, but I have some final
preparations to make.”

Gawain stood to
a chorus of ‘milords’ and retired to his apartments, leaving the
small gathering, including Elayeen, discussing the bombshell that
was the announcement of his imminent departure, and the
arrangements which would be needed before dawn.

He was packing
his well-worn saddle-bags and checking and replenishing the
contents of a familiar pack with clean bandages and silvertree
powder when Elayeen joined him there, closing the door softly
behind her. On seeing the pack of medicines, unguents, needles,
thread and bandages, she blinked, and gazed at him accusingly.

“It’s just a
precaution, E. You know how useless Allazar is on horseback.
There’s no harm in being prepared for a scraped knee should he fall
off yet again. I don’t intend to stop and smell the flowers along
the way, nor to chase rabbits and waste time cooking them. Our ride
to the Hallencloister will be every bit as rapid and as stealthy as
the one we three made to Raheen from Ferdan.”

Satisfied the
pack contained all it should, he rolled it, and tied it.

“Are you
suffering one of those dangerous moods Valin and the others warned
me about?”

Wordlessly,
Elayeen took the saddle-bag and its fresh cakes of frak from
Gawain’s hand, laid them on a chair, and slipped into his arms,
holding him tightly. He held her close, rocking her slightly, his
eyes closed, and when several minutes had passed, he spoke
softly.

“I meant what I
said about your safety, E. At the slightest hint of trouble I want
you in the down-below and surrounded by all the strength we have
here in Last Ridings.”

He felt her
nod, her head pressed tight against his chest, the top of her head
under his chin.

“I love you,”
he whispered, “Even more now than you could feel when we were bound
together in throth. You are so much more than the cold and
shivering lady I found pinned in a wicked cruel trap. So much more
than the lady who called to me her name in clear sight of all her
people. So much more than the fire and ice, pain and beauty of she
who nursed me. I’ve seen you grow, Elayeen, and blossom, and become
the queen you truly are, filled with fierce strength and courage,
and filled with gentle kindness and compassion. Of late, I have
lain abed in the darkest of hours here in our room, feeling your
warmth and hearing your breathing, and I’ve wondered, E, how I’ve
wondered, what I could possibly have done, or still have left to
do, to deserve such a queen as you.”

“Don’t, G’wain,
please,” he heard her whisper, and he felt and heard her
desperation. “Just hold me. Don’t make this a good-bye. Don’t make
it impossible for me to let you go, I could not bear Eldengaze to
return and rob me of this night.”

Gawain felt a
bubble growing deep within him, felt it rise, and swell, and burst
like a maroon in a chest too feeble to contain such love as he felt
for her, and he wept silent tears, and held her to him in an
embrace no force in sight of sun or moon, mystic or common, could
ever hope to break.
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4.
Tomatoes

 


Dawn found
Gawain at the quay, he and his companions quietly waiting for
Morkel the ferryman to heave the great raft across the southern
flow of the Sudenstem. On the far bank, Reef and Lyas watched from
the rail of the corral, joined there by half a dozen horses which
the young dwarf, now apprentice horse-master, tended twice daily.
Up the path to Gawain’s right stood the new guardhouse, little more
than a sturdy hut which afforded warmth and shelter to the two
guardsmen within, but today those two, both dwarves of Sarek’s
Rangers despatched by Eryk of Threlland, stood outside, thumbs in
belts, watching the goings-on.

“An auspicious
day, Longsword, and something of a miserable one, too.”

Gawain, arms
folded, swivelled on his hips to glance at Allazar. In truth, the
day had dawned grey and drab; an unpleasant dampness, neither mist
nor rain, seemed to hang in the air, making exposed skin feel
clammy and chill.

“Perhaps it’s
brighter over at the Jarn Gap, and Igorn’s advance across the
Ostern will be uneventful.”

“Perhaps,”
Allazar grumbled. “Though autumn is well upon us. It is a
depressing season, in spite of what the girlish might say
concerning the colour of woodland leaves. All the bare-legged hopes
and dreams of summer are gone, cloaks like prisoners are dragged
from their languishing in closet and chest and shown the dull light
of day for the first time in months, and over the horizon advances
winter like an army of dried up old men, grey and white and
cold.”

“And a cheery
‘good morning world’ to you, too. Did you not sleep well?”

“No,” Allazar
confessed. “In truth, I didn’t sleep much at all.”

“Nor I,” Gawain
sighed. “And you, Ven?”

“I slept well,
thank you, miThal. I was prepared for a mid-range patrol later in
the week, and so needed to make few additional arrangements for
this journey.”

“Excellent. The
wizard and I will probably fall asleep in the saddle on the way to
West Forkings, so it’ll be up to you keep us going in the right
direction.”

“MiThal.”

“His Majesty is
of course joking, Ranger Venderrian,” Allazar yawned, “It is a
trait with which you will become rather familiar on our way to the
Hallencloister.”

“I have learned
much already, Serre wizard, since the tower in the east.”

“Hmm,” Allazar
mumbled again, eyeing the ferry now halfway across the river, “Yes,
you were there with us. Lately I have been concerned with other
matters, and allowed that recent adventure to slip quietly into
history.”

Gawain snorted.
“Or you’re simply old, age advancing like winter and all that. I’m
surprised you could forget Urgenenn’s Tower after so short a time.
Its horrors and those preceding it are yet fresh in my mind.”

“It’s not that
I’ve forgotten it, Longsword, simply that I was engaged in
important matters which pressed to the fore, and in so doing,
pushed the business of our recent quest to the back of my mind.
Where, I might add, I would be happy for it to remain. I liked not
that tower, nor the Eastbinding itself, come to that. A dreadful
place.”

“Which?”

“Both.”

Gawain nodded,
and decided to grant Allazar a little peace, at least until they
reached the south bank of the river. Farewells back at the hall had
been short, breakfast hasty, their departure made almost in silence
so as not to rouse the entire settlement. Elayeen had seemed almost
grateful for the speed of their leaving, though Gawain knew she
would suffer the threat of Eldengaze until the river had been
crossed, and he beyond recall. Only then would the threat abate,
allowing her to relinquish her hold over her emotions. He had felt
her turmoil all night, and envied not the emotional tightrope
walked by ladies in the months before motherhood. She was probably
even now atop the watchtower on Crown Peak, casting her Sight
through the mist, watching for his departure.

A quick glance
to his left showed the ranger casting a Sighted watch of his own
around them and above them in the air. Venderrian was, Gawain knew,
a good choice. At Urgenenn’s Tower the elf had shown himself to be
efficient, effective, and fiercely loyal to the Ranger’s Oath.

Elayeen had
further described Venderrian as ‘vengeful’ where the Toorsencreed
were concerned; it had been wizards of the ToorsenViell who had
interfered with Venderrian’s plans to marry his childhood
sweetheart, she also of Minyorn Province. The Toorseneth had
exerted its influence to bring about the sweetheart’s marriage to a
minor official in a neighbouring province, and thus ended all
Venderrian’s hopes.

Worse still,
the lady herself was said to have died in childbirth, an uncommon
though not entirely rare event in the forest realm. Elayeen now
believed the arranged marriage, and possibly even the demise of the
lady Venderrian had loved, was the result of the Toorseneth’s
secret labouring to prevent the return of the Sight to elfkind.

When Elayeen
had revealed that information, Gawain suddenly began to appreciate
the power of Minyorn’s traditions, and the reason why so many of
the ninety-five were of that southern region of Elvendere. It also
explained why Venderrian had practically flown up the steps and in
through the gaping void of the portal of Urgenenn’s Tower, there
where the vengeful elf had hoped to wreak havoc upon an ancient
enemy in the name of all of his kind. Alas poor Ven, Gawain
thought, I and Allazar got there first.

“Murnin’
melord,” the ferryman’s gruff voice declared as the craft bumped
ashore. “Just the three of ye this murnin’?”

“Aye, Morkel,
just the three of us. And a damp and dreary morning it is too,”
Gawain replied, suddenly feeling Allazar’s melancholy.

“Allus is,
melord, this time o’ the year. Cider-makers’ll be busy, though, and
we’ll all be glad enough o’ their labours when them perticuler
barrels come upriver.”

“Any news from
the Forkings?”

“Nah, none but
the usual. Wool’s been and gone to the registers. Harvest
celebrations mostly done, crops mostly in, stores bein’ laid up.
Beggin’ yer pardon, melord, I’ll heave away?”

Gawain nodded
his thanks, and the wiry ferryman took to his work, calloused and
leathery hands heaving on the wet rope, dragging them across the
flow under watchful eyes on both banks of the river.

Reef stood with
his arms folded, some five yards from the landing when the ferry
bumped ashore on the south bank. He was trying his best to look
inscrutable and watchful, Lyas behind him with a bucket of oats
fresh from feeding the horses in the corral. But he failed. Gawain
could see the disappointment in the big man’s eyes, and perhaps too
a little anger at being left behind after their adventures together
in the east.

But he saluted,
formally, and Gawain returned the salute, and climbed up into
Gwyn’s saddle. With a polite thank you for the ferryman and a
polite refusal to enjoy the beer in the barrels within the staging
post, the three riders turned to the west, and began the ten mile
journey to the riverside town of West Forkings at the canter.

 


The bustling
sprawl of the town was larger than Gawain had imagined from his
viewing of it by boat or from a distance on the far side of its
southern brassica fields, those fields now pregnant once more with
late-season varieties of that green and leafy vegetable. It was his
first visit to the place, though Allazar had been here before, long
ago when Brock had sent him out to map Ramoth Towers.

The first thing
Gawain noticed was a complete absence of defences of any kind, and
the second thing he noticed was a complete absence of any kind of
orderliness to the place. Dwellings surrounded storehouses, animal
pens stood side by side with workshops, taverns next to merchants
and eateries next to metalworkers. The town had grown without
thought to planning, and was even now expanding to accommodate a
growing settlement on the north side of the river.

The whole town,
he thought as they trotted down a broad dirt road, was a
conflagration in waiting, and the sounds of Calhaneth’s death
sprang unbidden in his mind’s ear. It was no wonder the fire-watch
remained alert at all times, and if the Graken-riding ToorsenViell
had struck in the heart of the place rather than at the river’s
edge, West Forkings might well have suffered the same fate as that
dread city in the south.

It was early,
folk were hurrying about the day’s business, and although their
passing was of course noted (not every day was a king, an elf and a
wizard bearing a white staff seen riding through the town after
all) none of the residents would dream of hindering their progress,
nor risk delaying the trio even for the time it would take to
return the courtesy of a greeting. Beaming smiles of recognition
were abundant though, and told Gawain all he needed to know about
the folk of West Forkings and their feelings for all those who
dwelled in Last Ridings.

“We must pass
through the main market to the western track,” Allazar announced,
nodding at the sprawling, noisy agglomeration of stalls and people
ahead of them, “And thence beyond the docks to the Northside Ferry.
Once we’re beyond the market, the way will be clearer, and
quieter.”

“We’d best
dismount then,” Gawain declared, noise rising the closer they
approached to the throng.

“A good idea,”
the wizard agreed, “Just keep heading west, should we become
separated.”

“Stay
together!” Gawain commanded, “The sooner we cross the Sudenstem the
sooner we can achieve our destination. Take the tail of the horse
in front if needs be, but let’s not lose each other in the
crowd.”

And crowd there
was. Hundreds of stalls manned by hundreds of vendors selling
thousands of goods to residents, merchants and visitors alike,
goods for trade up and down the busy river. Wares from Callodon and
Mereton on Lake Arrunmere going east to Sudshear and thence north
by ship. Wares from Mornland and Threlland going west. Rich cloths
and tapestries and woollens, their vendors vying for attention with
sellers of food, wine, spirits, boots and shoes, knick-knacks,
gewgaws, pots, pans, kettles, weapons, books, tools and bolts of
fine-woven cloth of all colours. Get yer luvly big tomarter, two
coppers a pahnd! Get yer luvly big tomarter!

Shouts, wares
advertised, laughter, good-natured and cheery, word long since
spread of the destruction of the flying threat from beyond the
Eastbinding, the monster which had seeded evil south of the fields
and dropped fire from the sky, its dark masters slaughtered, and
its hidden lair destroyed beyond all hope of reconstruction. And
here, working their way almost anonymously through the happy throng
of Arrunfolk and Callodonians going about their daily lives, three
of those who’d removed that threat, and destroyed utterly the dark
stronghold beyond the mountain range.

Gawain was
astonished. He’d never seen anything like this, not on the scale of
West Forkings’ immense market. Astonished, and suddenly both happy
and sad at the same time.

Happy,
immensely so, for here was life, and good folk living it, the war
in the north forgotten, fear of the Graken abandoned, Morloch
defeated, and all about them the simple joy of simple people simply
living. Get yer luvly big tomarter.

Sad, for all
those who had fallen along the way, those who would no longer know
the simple pleasure of biting into a ripe fruit, or hear the
laughter and cheery calls of the marketplace. Friends made and
friends lost, and friends he never met, robbed of all things,
including the sights, sounds, and smells all around him here in the
heart of West Forkings.
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