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Book4


Prologue

 


“Most people
thought that the Battle of Far-gor would be the end of all things.
All of us who fought there certainly did, myself included. For
many, it was. No-one could have known that it would be remembered
as a beginning. We should have paid more attention at Calhaneth,
instead of trying so hard to forget. We should have paid more
attention on the journey along that Dwarfspit canal. We should have
paid more attention at Ostinath… but that’s another story, for
another time.”

 


The DarkSlayer,
as told to the Bard-Chronicler Lyssa of Callodon


1. Shock

 


Gawain rode at
the head of the column, as he had for the past three days, steadily
moving east along the path the elves called the Morrentill, the
narrow track through southern Elvendere running from Ostinath to
the plains of Juria.

Riding behind
him, the wizard Allazar, who sighed again, quietly, and sadly…

 


“I am
Raheen!” Gawain had cried, and the name of the extinct land far
to the south had been like a battle-cry upon the young man’s lips.
It had seemed to ring through the forest, up the slope of the
ridgeway to the broad avenue known as Threnderrin Way; up to the
elven forces assembled there denying them the passage north to
Shiyanath.

At the time,
Allazar had been stunned by Gawain’s rage, so fierce had it been.
In all their long journeys together, the wizard had seen the young
man upset, angry, even outraged, but never in such a fury as all
those gathered at the Threnderrin Way had witnessed. Even now, the
young king’s words blazed in Allazar’s memory, as did the vision of
him pacing around the cringing form of the soolen-Viell elfwizard,
Keeve, like a wild animal circling its prey:

“I tell you
this, whitebeard scum! I tell you and all your kind and Thal-Hak
and every elf hiding behind the skirts of this vakin Dwarfspit
tree-filled den of treachery! I ride for the north! I ride to lead
the pitiful and utterly futile forces gathering there to face
Morloch and all the spawn he can muster and when I die there… When
I and all the other kindred races of Man die there, I shall die
holding you and all the inhabitants of this ‘spitsucking forest Morloch
Collaborators for your betrayal!”

The terror on
the soolen-Viell’s face had been obvious to all those gathered
there, the eight others of Gawain’s party, and the one hundred and
twelve thalangard loyal to Raheen’s queen, Elayeen. The shock when
those words hit the elven forces and the elfwizard at the top of
the slope, barring the gates against them, was astonishing to
behold. As one the throng of heavily armed thalangard mustered
there, wearing their arrogance and power and might about them like
a cloak, recoiled, staggering back a full pace. Horses had
whinnied, riders had squirmed and fidgeted in saddles and tried to
calm them, and Gawain had paused, breathing hard, staring up the
slope, his fury boiling like lava.

For the
briefest of moments, Allazar had thought the young king would draw
his famed longsword, and charge headlong up that slope to slaughter
them all. But instead, with a final stare filled with boundless
rage and hatred for the cowering elfwizard at his feet, Gawain had
simply announced: “Mount up. We ride for war!”

Elayeen had
protested, of course, when Gwyn trotted past her to the head of the
column, Gawain seated proud and simmering in the saddle. The voice
of Eldengaze had grated in Allazar’s ears just as it did in
Gawain’s, though no-one else, it seemed, ever heard that awful,
blood-numbing quality in her speech. “Do not block my vision
with your light…” she had begun to pronounce, her usual litany
of reproach whenever Gawain obstructed her view of their
surroundings.

But Gwyn had
reared up, squealing, forelegs kicking the air, the Raheen charger
feeling and responding to her rider’s simmering rage. Gawain had
twisted in his saddle, stared straight back down into Elayeen’s
blind eyes, straight into the paralysing gaze of the Eldenelves.
But such was the heat of his fury, the ancient Sight inflicted upon
his queen by the Circles in the Great Hall of Raheen could not pin
him.

“You will be
silent!” Gawain had all but screamed at her, “I am Raheen! I
do not ride behind harbingers of treachery! I do not follow in the
footsteps of betrayal! Get behind me, all of you!”

And so they
had. Elayeen held her tongue, they all did, and with Gawain at the
head of the column, Allazar behind him, and the rest of those who
had left Jarn together riding in front of the one hundred and
twelve thalangard, they left the Threnderrin Way and the ruins of
Ostinath behind them.

That had been
three days ago. They’d rested, of course, along the way. The
Morrentill had been created in elder times to give speedy passage
to scouts and messengers from the plains of Juria, back in an age
when elven scouts and messengers were commonplace in the world
beyond the tree line. It hadn’t seen much use since the destruction
of Calhaneth, or so Allazar had gleaned during one of their rest
breaks. But it had been made for fast riders, and so in places
along the way, before the limits of horse and rider could be
exceeded, there’d been way-stations and resting-areas, and these
too had been hastily cleared and reconstructed. And the clearance
had obviously been undertaken well before their recent arrival at
the terminus of the canal of Thal-Marrahan in Ostinath. The elves
had known of their coming since the barge from Calhaneth bumped
into the lock gates at the immense boat-lift, some six days south
along the great water road from Ostinath.

There was food
and water for horses, men, and elves, and spaces cleared of
undergrowth sufficient for bedrolls to be laid out in reasonable
comfort. Gawain had set himself apart from all of them, glowering
darkly, content, it seemed, with the remains of dwarven frak he’d
eked out on their long journey. Not for him the freenmek, or any
other elvish food, taken from the Sutengard supplies at the Wheel
of Thal-Marrahan, well over a week ago now.

For their part,
the squadron of thalangard kept themselves to the rear and were
more than happy to do so. Elayeen moved among them during the
longer rest periods and at night, re-acquainting herself with old
friends, or officers she had known during her own training, some
perhaps she had once commanded. Among them, Meeya and Valin, who
had shared the arduous and perilous expedition to the Barak-nor,
northeast of Threlland, and though Elayeen was still in the grip of
the Sight, that particular reunion seemed surprisingly happy and
heart-felt. It didn’t take long before Meeya had completely
supplanted the Gorian lady Kahla at Elayeen’s side, and Valin along
with her. So it was that the two Gorians, Kahla and Jaxon, now
spent all their time together, staying close to each other and to
the Callodon scouts Rollaf and Terryn. And all of them utterly at a
loss, unable now to do anything except follow where Gawain led…

 


We ride for
war echoed in Allazar’s memory, and he sighed again.

“Do you have to
keep making that noise?” Gawain said quietly.

“I’m sorry,
your Majesty,” Allazar replied, easing his horse forward alongside
Gawain as Gwyn moved a little to the right on the path. “I was
thinking, and sometimes I forget where I am when I do that.”

“And what were
you thinking about that could possibly make you forget where we
are?”

“Oh,” Allazar
smiled sadly in the gloom of the forest track, “About the coming
war. But mostly about the lack of rabbits since we left Jarn.”

“According to
Arramin, we should be out of this miserable forest and on the
plains of Juria this afternoon. There’ll be plenty of rabbits
there.”

“True,
Longsword, but doubtless the only kindling for a cooking-fire will
be green gorse, and only a fool would be stupid enough to light
such kindling on the open plains. Or so I seem to recall you
saying, though it feels like a very long time since you said
it.”

“If it’ll stop
your constant sighing I’ll bag a rabbit and cook it for you myself.
It won’t matter much who sees the smoke. Not now.”

“You cannot
mean that.”

Gawain turned
his gaze to the wizard riding alongside him, and Allazar suppressed
a shudder. It was like looking back in time and seeing again the
hollow and lifeless eyes of the longsword warrior who’d roamed the
lands south of the Teeth, slaughtering the Ramoth…

“Ah…” Allazar
managed, “I see that you do.”

The King of
Raheen turned his attention forward once more, eyeing the track and
the forest either side of it.

“Are you
expecting something, Longsword?”

“Oh, just war
and death, wizard. What else waits for us in the north?”

Allazar shook
his head, and then took a deliberate breath, obviously coming to a
decision and straightening in the saddle. When he spoke, he spoke
quickly, and though his voice carried a hint of trepidation, it
also carried more than a hint of stern reproach.

“I cannot
believe that you, of all people, of all those I know, and I know
many including kings of men and dwarves… I cannot believe that you
should cling to despair as you do. And worse, that by your words
and by your deeds you should have sown the seeds of defeat amongst
us all. Those thalangard warriors behind us seemed genuinely proud
to ride with our queen once more, even though they are reviled as
outcasts by their own people for doing so. Yet, after hearing your
words at Ostinath and at the Threnderrin Way, they look as though
they’ve been broken on the wheel. The only thing they cling to now
is their loyalty to Elayeen, and she remains blind save for the
Sight of the Eldenelves.”

“She seems to
see well enough to have moved amongst them these past nights. And
also amongst those on guard at the way-stations, or serving food
and drink there.”

“They are her
people. Or were, until she became bound to you, and you carried her
out of Faranthroth. Now that her father has evicted us from her
homeland and turned away from the Kings’ Council, this may be the
last chance she has to hear her own tongue spoken by her own kind
in her own land.”

“Behold my
tears, wizard.” Gawain announced harshly, and swung his dry-eyed
and angry gaze upon the wizard, before again scanning the track
ahead.

Allazar
grimaced, and was about to rein in and allow Gawain to move ahead
in solitude once more when he suddenly changed his mind. “You
cannot know that Thal-Hak has abandoned the kindred races any more
than I can! For all you know, a thousand elven archers are waiting
patiently for you at Ferdan, ready to be led into battle. This
eviction may be nothing more than necessary gesture politics to
appease Thal-Hak’s detractors and avert a crisis here, yet you in
your unseemly and, yes, unkingly rage have branded all
elves, and that of course includes even your beloved queen,
traitor! Worse! You declare them all Collaborators! And, having
judged all elfkind and pronounced sentence upon them, you crush the
morale of those few friends and allies you have left by solemnly
declaring that you expect nothing now save war and death!”

“I was also
expecting that,” Gawain said quietly, nodding towards a broad
clearing ahead, the late morning light brighter there for the lack
of trees and their canopy overhead.

Allazar’s eyes
widened. Arranged in an arc around the far side of the clearing,
stood dozens of heavily armed and armoured thalangard, at full
attention; and at the centre of the arc, standing in the middle of
the warriors blocking the path, a robed elfwizard, leaning on a
slender staff. At their approach, the elfwizard raised the staff a
little, and a ball of light appeared at its end, glowing brightly,
before suddenly it fizzed over their heads west along the
Morrentill towards Ostinath, and the Toorseneth.

 


oOo


2.
Messages

 


Gawain rode
without hesitation into the middle of the clearing, where he
brought Gwyn to a halt. Allazar stopped just behind him on his left
flank, Tyrane, to his right, with the D’ith Sek wizard Arramin
beside the Callodonian officer. Slowly, as Elayeen and the
thalangard entered the clearing, they fanned out, forming their own
arc around the western circumference of the glade, facing those who
barred their way to the plains in the east.

After a pause,
the elfwizard slowly walked forward, halving the distance between
himself and Gawain. And then he stopped. There was a brief and
uncomfortable silence before Allazar eased alongside Gawain, and
whispered:

“I believe,
Longsword, he is waiting for you to join him.”

“Then he can
wait.”

There was a
sudden clattering from the south of the clearing, to their right,
and Gawain flicked a glance in that direction before fixing it once
more upon the elfwizard. Elves had erected a marquee to serve the
last fresh food those departing would enjoy until they reached the
plains of Juria, and someone, nervous no doubt at the spectacle in
the clearing, had dropped a stack of wooden beakers.

Silence
returned, and after a while the discomfort of all those in the
glade seemed steadily to grow. Except for Gawain, who sat patiently
in the saddle just as he had more than a year ago, when he’d waited
in front of the Ramoth tower outside Bardin, in Juria. There, he’d
sat quietly watching the mercenaries guarding the tower, they
firing their arrows and bolts harmlessly short of him and he simply
gazing back at them. It hadn’t taken long before their fear of the
longsword warrior had overcome those guards, and they’d fled,
leaving the tower and its occupants to suffer Gawain’s
vengeance.

Around the
eastern edge of the glade, the heavily armoured thalangard warriors
shifted a little, helmeted heads first trained upon Gawain and his
retinue, and then upon the elfwizard in front of them. Around the
western edge, elven eyes flitted first to Elayeen, and then to
Gawain, and then to the forces opposing them. Horses snorted and
snuffled. Leather creaked.

The elfwizard
took another pace forward. Gawain didn’t move. Instead, he flicked
a glance down at the wizard’s feet. Shadows were at their shortest,
it was noon, or close enough to it to make little difference. He
remembered another noon, in the city far to the south, Calhaneth.
There, in the ruined dome of the roundtower at the very heart of
that dread place, the air would doubtless now be shimmering,
pressure would be rising just as the tension was rising here in
this final way-station along the Morrentill. There in the south,
the horror was about to begin again, just as it had every day since
wizards had brought destruction down upon the heads of all those
who dwelt there, though whether by design or by accident, no-one
knew. Here, too, something was about to happen, and it would
likewise require a wizard to initiate events, just as it had in
Calhaneth a thousand years before.

Gawain heard
the soft approach of a horse behind him, and didn’t have to turn to
know it was Elayeen. She eased her horse past Kahla and Jaxon and
the Callodon scouts, and came to a halt beside Gwyn’s right
hindquarters. But she moved no further forward than that, staying
behind Gawain, just as she had done ever since he’d commanded all
elves so to do back at the Threnderrin Way.

“There is
nothing dark ahead.” Eldengaze announced, and though the voice was
harsh as ever to Gawain’s ears, it was quiet, and would not carry
to the elfwizard or the thalangard beyond him.

Gawain simply
gave a slight nod of acknowledgement, and fixed his gaze upon the
elfwizard. White hair, long and straight, slender of build, arm and
hand, and but for the wispy white hairs on the delicate chin,
distinctly girlish. The elfwizard took another pace forward, making
what seemed a theatrical use of his slender staff in the manner of
a traveller’s walking stick. That staff paled, though, in
comparison to the heft and lustre of Allazar’s Dymendin, resting
now on the First of Raheen’s right boot where it poked through the
stirrup.

Finally, the
tension unbearable and having received no response from Gawain, the
elfwizard spoke.

“I am Serat, of
the Ahk-Viell.”

“Ahk-Viell is
the highest rank of their order,” Allazar whispered, “You have met
one before, at Ferdan, the elfwizard Pahak, also of the D’ith Sek
council, who served Thal-Hak as Elvendere’s First.”

Gawain said
nothing.

“I bear a
message, from Elvenheth and Thal-Hak, for the Crown of Raheen and
she who is his consort.”

Allazar’s
expression darkened, and without waiting for word or sign from
Gawain, announced loud enough for all in the clearing to hear: “I
am Allazar, First of Raheen, and at Kings’ Council in Ferdan,
Elvendere himself recognised Raheen and his Queen before the eyes
of the world! The Ahk-Viell shall do no less!”

Sparks fizzled
and danced nervously atop Allazar’s Dymendin staff, and the
elfwizard’s eyes widened a little in surprise. And then, first with
a grimace and then with a sneer which was likely meant to pass for
a smile, Serat of the Ahk-Viell inclined his head a little.

“My apologies.
No offence was intended. I shall rephrase. I bear a message for the
Crowns of Raheen, from Elvenheth, and Thal-Hak.”

“That’s a bit
better,” Allazar mumbled under his breath, just loud enough for
Gawain’s ears.

“Then pass the
message and step aside, whitebeard,” Gawain said, ominously calm.
“Yours is a face I remember, and not with fondness, and I’ve no
desire to waste precious moments of my life waiting upon you.”

Serat’s
arrogant smile faded. “The message is for no ears but those of the
Crowns of Raheen. So I am instructed, so shall it be.”

“Captain
Tyrane,” Gawain announced casually.

“My lord?”

“The wizard, my
lady, and I will advance. Should anything remotely alarming occur,
you are at liberty to destroy any threat which stands between us
and the plains.”

“Aye, my
lord.”

Serat of the
Ahk-Viell took another pace backwards as Gawain, Elayeen, and
Allazar dismounted. Rollaf and Terryn advanced, crossbows at the
port, and behind them came the sound of wood on wood as a hundred
and twelve yard-long shafts were nocked to strings.

“Elf does not
kill elf,” Serat announced, and though he tried for smugness, he
failed. “This threat is both idle and futile. It is also entirely
unnecessary.”

But Gawain’s
expression remained fixed and determined, and Serat had seen it
before. The elfwizard took another half-step backwards.

“I see you
remember me too, whitebeard,” Gawain said softly when the elfwizard
was within range of his longsword, its hilt jutting ominously above
the young man’s right shoulder. “Perhaps my lady doesn’t remember
you though. After all, she wasn’t herself at the time, dying as she
was in the Circle of Faranthroth, while you and others of your kind
stood by and watched.”

“I merely did
my duty…” Serat’s eyes flicked nervously from Gawain, to the hilt
of the longsword, and to Elayeen’s downcast blind eyes.

“And I did
mine, to your brethren and comrade, when I split that
whitebeard bastard in two before your very eyes. The message from
Thal-Hak, and quickly. I recall the first time I met elfwizards,
too, and how my lady came to be athroth, and already I feel a
strong compulsion to do my duty by her and avenge the suffering
your kind inflicted upon her.”

The Ahk-Viell’s
grip tightened upon his slender stick, knuckles turning white. But
it was not anger or fear of Gawain which tightened the elfwizard’s
muscles. Elayeen’s expression had darkened, the memories of athroth
agonies pushing to the fore within her, up from whatever depths the
Sight of the Eldenelves had buried them. And she had lifted her
eyes…

“Release him,
Eldengaze,” Gawain said quietly, after a slight pause, and she did,
after a slightly longer one.

Serat’s breath
exploded in a tremulous sigh, and his grip upon his staff relaxed.
What degree of arrogance or certainty in his own position and power
he may have possessed before this encounter had fled at the first
glimpse of Elayeen’s Sight.

“Speak,
whitebeard, my patience has limits and your breed exceeded them a
year ago.”

“Your words at
Threnderrin Way were no sooner spoken than repeated in Elvenheth,”
the elfwizard announced hurriedly, “And the insult you uttered
echoed in the Thallanhall and shall blight all memory of you for as
long as records survive, and our records endure for millennia…
these are the words I am commanded to speak!” Serat hastily
explained, seeing the anger rising in those before him.

“Continue.”

“…and our
records endure for millennia. Our land is attacked, all of our
forces are needed to defend a border a thousand miles long, and the
enemy in the north is trivial in numbers compared to the foul
hordes gathering in the west. The Viell have told us of the great
wave unleashed against Morloch, we know the breach in the Teeth is
sealed. It is for men and dwarves to defend their lands, we shall
defend our own. Go, and return not, for you are not welcome here,
nor are those who go with you. Do not approach our borders, we
shall not tolerate trespass.”

“Are you
finished?”

“I am to give
your con… your queen, this.” And from his robes, the Ahk-Viell
withdrew a slender wooden block, and held it out to Elayeen.

But she didn’t
see it. Elayeen saw only the light of life, and so she saw only the
light of the elfwizard’s extended hand. Gawain reached out to take
the object but Serat snatched it back.

“It is to pass
from my hand to hers, and no other between!” the elfwizard
asserted.

At those words,
Elayeen held out her hand, Serat touched the end of the block to
her palm, and her fingers closed around it. In those brief moments,
Gawain saw that it was in fact a box, the joints so well-made as to
be almost invisible. A band of gold, perhaps an inch wide, sealed
the box, and the unknown contents within. Without hesitation, and
without a word, Elayeen slipped the box into her tunic.

“Now are you
done?” Gawain asked.

“Yes. You are
at liberty to take what final refreshments you wish, for horses,
men, and the outcasts who ride with you, and then, in accordance
with the Thallanhall’s orders, be gone.”

“Not before you
take my words back to Thal-Hak.”

“What are
they?”

“They are
these: Morloch needs no Pangoricon of foul creatures to assault and
destroy this miserable forest. It takes but one arrow tipped with
Ignisium and loosed on a summer’s day to raze this den of treachery
to the ground, and that arrow may come from any direction with a
wind at its back to fan the flames. He needs no spies dressed in a
wizard’s clothing to bring about the defeat of all Elvendom, elves
were defeated long ago. You’re nothing but pale shadows of the
shining forebears who built the wonders of Calhaneth and
Thal-Marrahan. Where they once soared like eagles, you flit like
moths, daylight shades lurking in the gloom of the canopy, fearful
of venturing onto the plains lest the bright light of day burn you
to ashes.

“Yes, the
breach in the Teeth is sealed. True, there will be no flood of
Morlochmen from beyond the mountains. Instead, the spawn already
preparing for battle in the north shall, with reinforcements from
the west and with dark wizardry at their command, burst through our
feeble defences and spread like locusts, devouring all in their
path down to the southern seas.

“And there will
be no-one, Hak, neither man nor dwarf nor elf, to read your
worthless records however long they might endure. No-one, but
Morloch.”

Gawain leaned
forward a little, and he added: “Tell him. Tell them all.”

“I shall,”
Serat asserted. “If there is nothing else?”

“There is one
more thing,” Gawain announced. “Get out of the way. I’d sooner
stick pins in my eyes than remain in this miserable forest a moment
longer than necessary.”

Serat eyed
Gawain, and then Allazar, but refused to look at Elayeen. Then he
turned to the north, and moved away to stand before the cordon of
thalangard there. He raised his staff, closed his eyes, and with
Gawain’s words fresh in his memory, sent another ball of light
fizzing west along the Morrentill towards Ostinath. When that was
done, he made a simple gesture, and the guards blocking the eastern
exit from the glade began moving well clear of the path.

Gawain was
about to turn to walk back to the horses when he suddenly caught
sight of one of the armoured thalangard who’d stepped clear of the
Morrentill and was walking towards the southern edge of the glade
by the marquee. There was something familiar in the elf’s gait, and
in the intense dislike, perhaps even hatred, with which the elf
regarded Gawain. And regard Gawain he did, with frequent and
furtive glances.

“Longsword?”
Allazar prompted.

“Wait. I know
that elf, give me a moment to think… yes, I have it. Come with me,
both of you.”

A slight
movement from Tyrane reminded Gawain that his retinue were still on
high alert, and so he quickly raised his right arm and gave a
signal for them to stand down but remain cautious. Serat’s
thalangard shifted nervously, following Gawain’s movements closely,
but as yet, there seemed to be no cause for alarm. One elf, though,
began to look distinctly uncomfortable as the three of Raheen
strode directly and purposefully towards him.

When they were
three feet from the elf in question, Gawain stared long and hard at
the warrior, who shifted nervously and refused to meet his
gaze.

“My lady,”
Gawain said softly, and Elayeen stepped forward. “You will not
recall this thalangard. His name is Yonas.”

Elayeen’s head
tilted up, and then her eyes lifted, and locked with Yonas’
astonished gaze.

“Yonas served
in Elvenheth. When I carried you from your rooms there to take you
to safety in Threlland, it was Yonas who shot me in the back with
an arrow. Only the arrowsilk cloak given me by lady Merrin spared
my life, and since you were throth-bound to me and hovering on the
brink of death, spared your life, too.”

Sweat began to
bead on Yonas’ brow, but he could do nothing, he couldn’t move,
couldn’t look away, could barely breathe; he was pinned by
Eldengaze and held fast in her grip as Gawain continued.

“I fell to my
knees, as I recall, but held you close and safe. Your brother, Gan,
had this elf seized, and offered me his life. But my arms were
full, and this would-be assassin is throth-bound to another. I told
Gan to let Yonas live, and said that one day, we would meet again,
and that you would decide his fate. That day has come.”

Wordlessly,
Elayeen stepped forward, and Yonas’ eyes widened in horror. She
reached up, took him by the throat and pushed him backwards, past
his astonished comrades who parted and hurriedly moved aside and
away. Back further still, towards the trees at the edge of the
clearing, and just as she had with the Sutengard at the Wheel of
Thal-Marrahan, Elayeen deftly brought Yonas to his knees with a
flick of her heel.

The elf
couldn’t breathe, but there was no struggle, just an expression of
horror and pain on his face. Elayeen leaned close and whispered, a
stream of elvish, but too quiet for anyone other than Yonas to
hear. For what must have seemed an age to the stricken elf, she
whispered. And then, with a final thrust of her hand on his throat,
Eldengaze released him. Yonas gasped for breath, and clutched his
throat, rolled over, and then wept uncontrollably as Elayeen
returned to stand beside Gawain.

At once, Gawain
turned towards the horses, gave a signal, and when the three of
Raheen were mounted once more, they left the glade at the trot,
ignoring the food and supplies on offer there, eyes fixed on the
east and the Morrentill, sparing not a glance for the stunned
elfwizard and his contingent gazing after them.

 


oOo


3.
Superiority

 


Some two hours
after the encounter at the way-station, the gloom seemed to lift a
little. The trees were thinning. The column had alternated between
riding at the trot and at the walk, Gawain ensuring that Gwyn kept
her pace slow enough for the laden packhorses behind them not to
suffer unduly. Gwyn was excited, she knew there was good grass
ahead, an end to the weeks of tedious travel, no more of the great
water road and the confines of the barge. And an end to trees, and
gloom, and nothing but leaf-fall and humus beneath her hooves.

Gawain knew it
too, yet he also knew that the plains meant an end to the relative
safety which the nine who’d set out together from Jarn had together
endured over the past two weeks. The plains meant travelling north,
and north meant war. There was, he knew, only the faintest ember of
hope that the war could be won by the kindred races. What forces
Brock of Callodon, Willam of Juria, and Eryk of Threlland might
have been able to muster would certainly be outnumbered, and with
dark wizardry and the creatures of a bygone age at the enemy’s
disposal, also hopelessly ill-prepared and ill-equipped.

Gawain cast his
mind back to the short ride across the flagstones of Ostinath, the
column clopping towards the gap in the trees that marked the
beginning of the Morrentill. He still did not know why Ostinath was
in ruins. There’d been no sign of any catastrophe as there had at
Calhaneth, no elvish mantra of warning declaring that no-one would
ever venture there. He’d looked over his shoulder, and had seen
that snivelling whitebeard bastard Keeve of the soolen-Viell,
sending up one of those bright white ‘snow-balls of lightning’, a
message, firing it off to some elfwizard high in the great and
fabled roundtower called the Toorseneth…

Now, up ahead,
perhaps half a mile arrow-straight along the path, Gawain could see
a narrow column of bright green at the end of the corridor of
trees; the plains of Juria. The end of their journey through the
forest, and the beginning of their journey to war. Gwyn bobbed her
head and Gawain squeezed his knees and muttered a word of gentle
restraint under his breath, more for his own sake than for hers.
Dotted about them in the forest, standing in the boughs of trees or
more blatantly at the side of the Morrentill, elves of the
Eastguard were silently, and sullenly, watching their departure
from Elvendere.

…Well. It had
been that signal, sent to the top of the Toorseneth, which had
shown Gawain that a glimmer of hope yet remained for men and
dwarves when Morloch’s army began its march across the farak gorin.
He didn’t know what the message had contained, nor did he care.
Just as he no longer cared why Ostinath had apparently been
abandoned at the same time Calhaneth had been razed to the ground;
razed by a conflagration started, one way or another, by
wizards.

It was true,
Gawain acknowledged, he’d felt stunned and angered by Thal-Hak’s
eviction order, and Gan’s helpless and hopeless “There is
nothing I can do.” It was true that Gawain had felt outrage at
the sneering soolen-Viell, and the hidden whitebeards within the
crumbling walls of the Toorseneth. And yes, it was true that later
at the foot of the Threnderrin Way, he had been outraged by the
elven forces barring the way north. If only those forces and the
Viell were at the farak gorin, combined with the squadron riding
behind Elayeen, the lowlands would be strengthened immeasurably by
the power and accuracy of so many elven longbows. Yet there they’d
been, standing idle, doing nothing worthwhile, simply barring the
way north against Gawain.

But… the
snow-ball of lightning which had fizzed up and away to the unseen
whitebeard in the Toorseneth had sparked an insight, and more,
within the King of Raheen.

What was it
he’d said, as the head of the column entered the shade of the
Morrentill?

“I’ll tell
you what we have, Allazar! Between Morloch and all the lands south
of the Teeth? Between the armies of the north, with whatever
creatures their black wizardry may summon forth from the
Pangoricon, between that and all things living? We have nothing.
Nothing but the farak gorin and two wizards. A river of stone, and
a couple of sticks!”

Allazar had
been quite correct, those words had rippled along the column as
though they were a rock heaved into a pond. Gawain certainly hoped
they’d reached the ears of that Dwarfspit soolen-Viell behind them.
Shoulders had slumped as the full impact of those words sapped
pride and strength, courage and confidence, morale crumbling.

Yes, yes there
was still a faint ember of hope. The Toorseneth and the glimmer of
fire that had been the soolen-Viell’s message had reminded Gawain
of other towers, blazing in the night. Ramoth towers.

There had been
so many of them. It should have been impossible for one man alone
to have wrought such devastation upon the Ramoth and their
mercenary guards. Gawain had years of training and preparation to
thank for that, and also the ghost of a man long gone now…

 


I’m
confused, Captain, a much younger and far less wiser Gawain had
said to Captain Hass of the One Thousand, so long ago, at one of
many dinners shared with officer-cadets after a hard day’s
training.

How so, your
highness? The elderly officer had promptly responded between
mouthfuls of dark wine.

Well, you have
taught us to be creative in battle, to adapt and to be flexible.
You’ve taught us to plan carefully, and to be ready for when those
plans inevitably fail horribly on first contact with the enemy.

Hass had
drained his glass and reached for the nearest bottle with one hand,
and a bread roll with the other. So I have, your highness, so I
have. Wherein lays your confusion?

They have
Generals too, and Captains, and plans. Surely, they too will be
creative, and adapt, and be flexible?

The enemy? Of
course. Never underestimate ’em. Always best to assume they know
everything you do, and are better than you are. Then you won’t be
surprised if they do, and if they are.

Then who
wins?

Hass had paused
in surprise at that, glass poised at his lips, bread dipped in his
soup. Not sure I follow, y’highness?

If they’re as
creative and flexible and as astute in military matters as we, how
can we win? How can anyone win?

At that, Hass
had put down the glass, set aside his sopping bread roll, and
stared long and hard at Gawain through those shrewd and rheumy old
eyes.

In any
conflict, your highness, Superiority prevails. Whether it’s hand to
hand, man to man, or two armies engaged in conflict, the superior
wins. Superior strength. Or superior speed. Or superior numbers,
weapons, tactics, cunning, ferocity, courage, belief, intelligence.
Superior quality. Often, in two well-matched armies face to face on
the field, it’s simple numbers which carry the day. But a lesser
force may prevail if they have superiority in other qualities. You
simply have to assess your enemy, deduce which qualities he lacks,
and ensure that his lack is in an area in which you have
superiority. Or, Hass had smiled, and with a twinkle in his
eye, picked up his glass again, you have to be creative in order
to give yourself that superiority.

 


The Ramoth and
their mercenaries had lacked many qualities, but chief amongst
those they lacked, in common with bullies in playgrounds and groups
of drunks and gangs of idiots, was courage in the face of resolute
opposition. It was simply beyond their comprehension that anyone
would oppose them, and beyond their imagination that a lone man,
utterly fearless and careless of death, would willingly, no,
enthusiastically, hurl himself at them. Gawain had even told
them he was coming. At Bardin, a few days ride north of the border
with Callodon, he’d sat saddle upon Gwyn in plain view of the
tower, and done nothing more than gaze at them from slightly beyond
the range of their weapons. His reputation had done the rest.

And that was
why the sight of the Toorseneth and the memory of the Ramoth had
given Gawain what he needed to keep alive that ember of hope for
victory in the coming war. He had prevailed against Morloch’s
vanguard. He had vexed the blackhearted bastard time and time
again. And he would do so once more. It might cost him dearly,
perhaps it already had.

But Gawain knew
precisely what he must do, and even now, he was doing it. And he
had been doing it, ever since that moment on the flagstones of
Ostinath when he’d caught sight of the soolen-Viell sending that
fiery message to the Toorseneth.

Trees thinned,
and between them could be seen great strips of green and verdant
grassland stretching away before them, and under the sullen
scrutiny of elven Eastguards, Gawain smiled. It was a cruel smile,
the smile of a man who possesses a powerful secret and is merely
waiting for the right moment to unleash it.

Oh yes,
Morloch, time to vex you again! Here I come!

With the sun
warming his head and shoulders, Gawain grinned, and with a cry,
gave Gwyn her head, and they thundered down the last hundred yards
of the Morrentill and out into the brilliant sunshine on the plains
of Juria.
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4. Well Met,
My Lord!

 


Gwyn’s hooves
had barely touched the grass of Juria when she let out a whinny of
elation, and jumped high, as though she were clearing a fence or
wall, such was her joy at the vast open space before them. At the
head of the column and with no-one to see, Gawain’s features
cracked into a broad grin and he leaned forward, urging Gwyn on,
and on she galloped. A hundred yards, two, three, wind making hair
and eyes stream. After the confines of the barge, the constraints
of the canal, and the gloom of the forest, horse and rider of
Raheen were once again where they could move and see and breathe
with freedom.

At five hundred
yards, and dimly aware of the column trying to keep up behind him,
Gawain eased Gwyn out of her thrilling charge, and turned her head
towards the northeast, and the tents and wagons he spied there, a
camp nestled on the banks of a broad and shallow stream a mile or
more from the tree line. The banner streaming from the topmost
tent-pole bore the colours of Juria. Gwyn slowed through the canter
and trot and finally to the walk, and as Gawain nimbly dismounted,
he caught sight of something streaking skywards above the Jurian
camp. Moments later, a bizarre orange flower seemed to blossom high
in the air above the tents, and then the wind had it, and pushed it
away to the south. After a few silent moments, the column forming a
ragged line behind Gawain heard a faint whoosh and then the
loud report of the maroon.

“Dismount!”
Gawain called over his shoulder, and in no time at all Allazar was
beside him.

“Shouldn’t we
ride in to the camp, Longsword?”

“Why? It’s a
short walk and the exercise will do us all good. Besides, it’s been
a long time since our horses have seen good grass, much less eaten
it. Let them enjoy it.”

“Such as it
is,” Allazar mumbled, “After the summer these plains have clearly
enjoyed.”

“It’s better
than the roughage they had to endure along the canal, and green
enough after the black and tan of the forest floor. And it looks
like a Jurian officer is coming to meet us, saving us the
trouble.”

“So I see. Odd
that they were encamped so close to the entrance to the
Morrentill.”

Gawain
shrugged, and shielded his eyes against the glare of the afternoon.
“The maroon they launched is of more interest to me. They’re
obviously signalling others.”

“My lord, how
would you like us disposed?”

“Ah. Thank you,
Captain Tyrane. The head will close up, scouts on the flanks
please. That camp with its streaming banners is ostentatious enough
to suggest there’s not much of a threat about, but at Jarn I said
we would arrive together at Kings’ Council and I mean to keep that
promise.”

“Aye, my lord.”
Tyrane gave a hand signal, and Arramin advanced to join Allazar.
Rollaf and Terryn, equally delighted now to have room to move on
familiar terrain, took up their positions, and Kahla and Jaxon
moved closer.

“It seems your
lady prefers the company of her new elven guides, my lord.” Tyrane
advised quietly.

Gawain tossed a
glance over his shoulder and saw that Elayeen had indeed hung back
some fifteen yards from them, flanked closely by Meeya and
Valin.

“So be it,
then. She’s well guarded. Where are we, do you think, Arramin?”

“Eh? Oh, oh I
should think we are yet a fair distance south of Ferdan, my lords.
We travelled almost due east by the north-needle, and if I am
correct, three or four days south of that town.”

“We’ll soon
find out for certain, Longsword, here comes that rider.”

“I think I know
him. I think you do, too.”

Allazar
shielded his eyes, but shrugged, clearly not recognising the
officer who slowed his horse and reined in some twenty yards in
front of them.

“Well met, my
lord!” the officer called, dismounting, his uniform dusty and
stained from prolonged exposure in the field.

“Well met
indeed. Captain Byrne, of the Royal Jurian Cavalry, is it not?”

“It is, my
lord! I’m honoured you remembered me!” Byrne smiled, and the smile
seemed to light up his eyes and his expression. He also seemed
intensely, and strangely, relieved. He halted about ten feet from
Gawain, and after briefly eyeing the party before him, gave a
formal salute. “Welcome to Juria.”

“Thank you.
Though we weren’t expecting a welcoming party.”

“Nor were we
expecting such a large escort, my lord. Will the elven contingent
now be returning to the forest?”

“No, they will
continue on to Ferdan with us. You were expecting our arrival,
then?”

“Aye, my lord.
Almost ten days ago a rider from Elvendere carried word to Ferdan
to say that you’d be emerging from the forest some three days ride
south of the Ferdan track. I was sent by King Willam himself to
provide escort and camp comforts for you and your party.”

“Ten days? That
would’ve been about the time we encountered the Sutengard at the
Wheel of Thal-Marrahan,” Allazar grumbled.

Gawain nodded.
“I was once told by a Jurian forester that all the forest south of
the Ferdan track was Jurian territory. I’m afraid your maps are
wrong, Captain. It’s most definitely Elvendere territory, and for a
long way south of here too.”

Byrne shrugged
slightly. “I doubt it makes much difference now, my lord. Not now
that Elvendere is elvish once again. Our orders are not to approach
within a double bow-shot of the tree line, anywhere the length of
the forest, and never mind the Ferdan track.”

“And the maroon
you sent up?”

“A recall, my
lord. We didn’t know exactly where you’d emerge onto the plains;
the elves only gave the Council a vague indication, so I’ve had
riders out, north and south, watching for your arrival. If you
don’t mind me saying so, my lords, all at Ferdan were astonished to
learn that you and your party were so far north of Callodon.”

“A long story,
Captain,” Allazar sighed, catching the scent of cooking meat on the
breezes. “Is that rabbit on a spit?”

“Beef, Serre
wizard, on a griddle over coals. My orders are to ensure that
between now and your arrival at Ferdan, you’re all well fed and
rested from whatever travails you may have endured on your journey.
The Council is anxious for your arrival but not at the expense of
your health.”

“Never mind the
wizard and his obsession with rabbits, Captain. What news of the
north? Have Morloch’s forces advanced yet?”

“I have
dispatches for you my lord, which I am sure will explain all. I
also have a crate of supplies specifically for yourself, sent by
Lord Rak of Tarn. If you please, my lords, I would feel much
happier were you all safely encamped, and once you and your party
is refreshed and in possession of the dispatches I shall of course
be at your disposal.”

Gawain nodded,
and with obvious reluctance gave the signal to mount and ride for
the camp. He’d been enjoying the walk on good grass, as had Gwyn.
The complete absence of trees blocking his view every twenty feet
or so made the world somehow cleaner and brighter, the colours and
shades warmer, the azure sky and its wisps of white high cloud like
an ocean of air above them. It was good to be out of the forest at
last.

 


At the camp,
tented grandeur compared to any they’d made in the past four weeks,
Gawain deployed the thalangard on perimeter patrol, and though they
obviously didn’t enjoy the prospect, they obeyed. Elayeen, it
seemed, had made it clear that Gawain commanded her, and so there
was no doubt in their minds that he also commanded them. As for his
lady, she and Meeya were shown to a tent set aside specifically for
ladies, and Kahla eventually, and reluctantly, joined them, but
only after much gentle persuasion from Simayen Jaxon. A female
junior officer of the Jurian cavalry was also to hand, a noble
gesture on Hellin of Juria’s part, or so they learned from
Byrne.

The obvious
fact that Elayeen was blind was equally obviously a shock to the
mixed Jurian and Callodon troops in Byrne’s command. Clearly, word
from Elvendere had not included any such details, and Byrne
confirmed that the only information sent from the Thallanhall
concerned nothing more than the approximate day and location when
the contingent from Jarn might be expected to arrive on the
plains.

While the
others bathed and changed into fresh clothing for the first time in
more than three weeks of constant travelling, Gawain read the
documents passed to him by the Jurian captain. There were two, one
from Brock of Callodon on behalf of the Council of Kings, and one
from Rak. Both were succinct, and neither contained much in the way
of hope save for the fact that Morloch’s forces had yet to advance
south of the farak gorin.

What did elicit
a faint smile from the King of Raheen was contained in the small
crate Rak had sent. Frak, “the real stuff, an’ none o’ that scented
tourist rubbish” as Martan of Tellek would have said. Two of the
large round cakes were promptly tucked away into his saddle bags, a
third in his backpack, and a fourth he opened, cutting a large
segment from it and stuffing it into his pocket. Ever since his
weeks spent under the mountains of the Teeth, Gawain had found
comfort in a pocket’s weight of frak, and strangely uneasy when
those pockets were empty.

There were
clothes in the crate too. They were nothing too ostentatious, but
were clothes and boots a Raheen horseman would appreciate, and
which would not look out of place on one of noble birth while in
the field. When the others emerged from the men’s bathing tent,
clean, freshly attired and looking considerably happier than they
had half an hour earlier, Gawain handed the two documents to
Allazar, and with his new clothes tucked under his arm, entered the
bathing tent alone with his thoughts and his frak.

Not that there
was much to think about. Gawain closed his eyes as he soaked in the
copper tub and quietly savoured the fresh Threlland miner’s staple.
Brock’s message had contained little more than a summary of events
as witnessed by the Kings’ Council at Shiyanath and later at
Ferdan:

 


Council
progressed well at first, moved to Shiyanath end June

Reports of
wizard uprisings in Elvendere, Callodon, Juria, Threlland

Reports of
wizard uprisings crushed in all lands mid July

Reports
received D’ith Hallencloister sealed

Western
Elvendere attacked end July

Reports of
strange creatures in assault upon W.Elvendere

Reports of
enemy wizards roaming all lands and attacking at random

Reports of
army gathering NW Ostinath 2nd week
August

Thallanhall
insists forces diverted to W.Elvendere

Thallanhall
declares breach sealed at Dragon’s Teeth

Thallanhall
declares Raheen’s actions against Morloch ‘provocative’

Thallanhall
declares self-interest

Kings’ Council
in full session fails to sway Thallanhall.

Kings’ Council
ejected from Elvendere

Kings’ Council
returns to Ferdan. Awaiting Raheen.

Reports of
dangerous birds NE.Threlland/NW.farak gorin

Forces
currently at Ferdan:

100 Callodon
Guard (mounted)

200 Callodon
Volunteer Reserve (mounted)

100 Jurian
Cavalry

150 Jurian
Volunteer Reserve (some mounted)

100 Threlland
Infantry

100 approx.
Arrun and Mornlander volunteers (healers, cooks, general hands)

Total Allied
forces: approx. 750. More volunteers expected soonest

Estimated Enemy
Forces: 4000

 


Rak’s message
had contained little of comfort, too:

 


My Brother,

I am sorry. My
best efforts at Shiyanath failed to sway the Thallanhall. While it
is true that Thal-Hak is sympathetic to the cause of Union, theirs
is a strange land, with stranger ways, and he has many miles of
border to protect in the west. For the sake of your lady, do not
judge him too harshly, I beg you.

There is yet
cause for optimism; all lands east of Elvendere stand together. I
believe I can imagine your expression on reading of optimism, and
yes, it is true, despair is not far from the surface. Come quickly,
my Brother. You and your strength are needed.

Please tell the
wizard Allazar, strange and dangerous birds, larger and faster than
anything ever seen from the peaks of Threlland, deny the farak
gorin to Sarek’s Rangers, day and night. We do not know what they
are, or how to defeat them. We have not seen them south of the
farak gorin (yet), and the wizards here appear entirely ignorant of
these strange creatures. Another type of bird, much like a large
buzzard, has also been seen circling at the eastern and western
flanks of the farak gorin. I am appending rough sketches made by
scouts who have seen them.

 


Gawain sighed.
With Elayeen’s one hundred and twelve thalangard, he would have in
the region of eight hundred and fifty at his command. Almost nine
hundred, to stand against four thousand Morlochmen and their dark
wizardry. Yes, Rak, he thought, it’s hardly a surprise
that despair is not far from the surface.

The lands of
Callodon and Juria were simply too vast, with their settlements
spread far and wide. Small hamlets and homesteads, villages, even
the larger towns, were scattered, separated from each other by days
of travel, weeks in some cases.

The speedy
journey from Ferdan to Raheen that Gawain, Allazar and Elayeen had
undertaken at the beginning of summer had taken them almost seven
weeks, and that had been pushing horses to the limit of their
endurance. Though Gawain had deliberately avoided all habitation en
route to his devastated homeland, in truth it hadn’t been difficult
to do so. When he’d roamed the lowlands during his banishment, it
had almost been harder to find people and their communities than to
avoid them.

“The Peace
Dividend,” Captain Hass had called it, years ago. With so much
land, and people at liberty to settle and farm where they would,
standing armies had been pared back to almost purely ceremonial
numbers in these modern times. Long range patrols and travelling
magistrates reminded people that there was a king and rule of law,
but until the fall of Pellarn, everybody north and east of Raheen
simply got on with the business of living while their neighbours
near or far did the same.

Gawain knew
that the long-dead captain’s view had been simplistic, and personal
experience during the banishment had shown other reasons for the
existence of town guardsmen and long range patrols, but the peace
dividend had also been real. It was why the rise of the Ramoths had
been so rapid, and such a spectacular success, until Gawain had
begun his slaughter. There were simply no warriors, no significant
numbers of reservists or militiamen upon whom a call to arms could
be served.

While Raheen
had constantly prepared for war while enjoying peace, the lowlands
had constantly enjoyed peace and were entirely unprepared for
anything other than occasional brigandry. Brock of Callodon and
Willam of Juria had nothing but farmers and shepherds, vintners and
innkeepers, winemakers, fishermen, coopers, drovers... Gawain
sighed again. The list of gentle occupations at their disposal
would fill one of Arramin’s beloved books. It was what they didn’t
have that mattered most.

What they
didn’t have was warriors and well-trained soldiery. Only Callodon
had any recent experience of war, and most of those who’d seen
action at Pellarn were on duty in the South-halt, guarding Brock’s
south-western border with Goria. And there they would remain, for
Brock would not leave that door wide open and permit the Empire to
march across the River Ostern into his lands. Indeed, when Brock
learned, and soon, that the Old Kingdom and the Empire were
effectively in Morloch’s hands, he might even wish to strengthen
that border.

Gawain set to,
with soap and scrubbing-brush. Yes, Rak, he thought,
there is cause for optimism. And there was. Morloch’s spawn
had obviously determined it necessary to deny the farak gorin to
the allied forces gathering at Ferdan and to Threlland’s new
Rangers.

The Rangers,
such as they were, had been formed by Major Sarek, formerly Captain
of the Tarn Guard, after he’d witnessed the horrors in the
Barak-nor, and though their training had been short and urgent, it
was far in advance of any undertaken by Threlland in modern times.
It was entirely possible, Gawain knew, that their winter excursion
into the Barak-nor and the Rangers’ training in the region of
Mallak Spur had been noticed, and the Razorwing deployed to prevent
further interference with Morloch’s plans.

Of course, it
was also entirely possible that it had been Joyen of the D’ith Sek
who’d alerted Morloch, before being cut down by Elayeen, Rak, and
General Karn at the inn, in Tarn. But what mattered most wasn’t why
Morloch’s armies had denied the farak gorin to allied forces, but
that they had.

Always best
to assume they know everything you do… echoed in Gawain’s
memory.

Yes, thank
you again, Captain Hass. And the gratitude was sincere; Gawain
had a great deal to thank the Captain for. He knew it now, of
course, but hadn’t then. He found himself wishing he could go back,
back to that last dinner at the Downland Barracks. It had been the
passing-out dinner, where each of the officer-cadets had been
summoned to the dais, and under the proud gaze of King Davyd of
Raheen, presented with their swords and epaulettes by General
Makan.

Hass had been
there, of course, with the other, younger, Captains, those who were
actually in active service. Hass himself had been retained past
retirement as commandant and chief instructor, officer training. In
his early days of training, Gawain had often wondered why Hass had
never advanced beyond the rank of Captain and on to the General
Staff, but Kevyn had said it had something to do with a fondness
for drink and so Gawain had shrugged and put it from his mind.

There’d been a
sadness in those wise and rheumy eyes that night, the old warrior
standing slightly apart from the other officers and saluting each
graduate as they passed smartly by with their shiny new swords and
tasselled epaulettes. Gawain, like all the others, had marched
past, sword held across his chest acknowledging the salutes of the
General Staff and officers, to take his place at table for what was
to be the last time they’d all dine together under one roof.

Now, sitting in
a cold copper tub and scrubbing at the grime of weeks of travel
until his skin glowed, Gawain finally understood that sadness, and
suddenly found himself missing the old man so much a lump began to
balloon in his throat. If he could go back, just for a few moments,
back to that dinner, to be with them all once more, just long
enough to stop, to turn and face Hass, to look straight into those
sad and rheumy old eyes and snap a salute and say My
compliments, Serre, and thank you, Captain Hass.

Gawain rid
himself of the bubble swelling in his throat by scrubbing at his
nails so hard the quicks began to bleed. Watch well,
Captain, he thought fiercely, watch well and marvel while
you and I and less than a thousand win this war!
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5.
Endings

 


In the centre
of the camp, a large iron brazier filled with glowing coals hung by
slender chains from a tripod, and beef steaks sizzled on a griddle
suspended above the embers. Gawain, fresh-scrubbed and glowing,
accepted a small wrap of unleavened bread and the strips of beef it
contained, even though he’d already enjoyed his fresh spiced frak.
The Jurians had gone to the trouble of preparing good, hearty fare,
and it wouldn’t do to be wasteful or to offend them.

Not that it was
likely any would go to waste if the size of Allazar’s sandwich was
anything to go by. And it also seemed that an order had gone out to
the elves on perimeter patrol, for they rode into camp in groups of
five to avail themselves of the fresh hot food before returning to
their duty. Gawain stood apart from them all, eyeing them while he
ate.

Elayeen looked
stunning in fresh, clean clothing, her hair wet and drying in the
breezes and afternoon sunshine. Meeya stood beside her, talking
quietly and flicking occasional glances in Gawain’s direction.
Valin stood by the brazier, overseeing the proceedings and
conversing with the small groups of elves coming in from patrol to
be fed. Elayeen kept her gaze lowered, for the most part, but
occasionally lifted her eyes to glance around the camp, and up into
the sky. Not once, though, did she look at Gawain.

Standing apart
from the elven contingent, in a small and familiar group, was the
remainder of the party who’d journeyed together from Jarn. All were
eating good food and talking quietly amongst themselves, and all
seemed immeasurably happier than they’d been on the Morrentill.
Arramin noticed Gawain’s glance and broke off from his conversation
with Jaxon and Kahla to give a slight nod of acknowledgement, which
the younger man returned. Tyrane and the scouts looked like new
men, and the black and gold of Callodon’s colours shone brightly,
as bright as the Jurian pennants streaming from the tent-poles
around them.

Allazar,
smiling and chewing, walked the short distance across the grass to
stand beside Gawain.

“Mmmfforff,” he
mumbled, and then chewed some more and swallowed. “Longsword, a
rare treat after our long journey. I’m glad to see you partaking of
this excellent beef.”

“I’m sure the
rabbits hereabouts will be heartbroken to hear you complimenting
Jurian cattle.”

“Oh come my
friend, surely even you must feel lighter for the unexpected
comforts here in camp?”

“Lighter for
the weight of dirt washed from skin and clothing, perhaps. But I
pity your horse if you propose to eat that in its
entirety.”

Allazar eyed
his sandwich and grinned happily. “Ah. Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you
then that this is my second, the first was long gone while you were
still bathing.”

Gawain shook
his head in mock disgust, and politely finished his own snack.

“You look
serious, Longsword. Won’t you allow yourself half a day’s rest from
the weight of the burden you’ve shouldered for so long? We are in
camp, encircled by a hundred and twelve thalangard, three days
south of Ferdan. Surely you can leave watchfulness to them and take
some peace?”

“Peace? This
isn’t peace, Allazar, it’s the calm before the storm. And even
Eldengaze maintains her watch about us all, and wisely too. You
read the notes from Brock and Rak?”

Allazar’s
hopeful smile faded, and he nodded sadly, clutching his staff
tighter to his shoulder with his free hand.

“And still you
want me to let down my guard, and enjoy half a day’s rest?”

“We are a long
way from Ferdan, and even further from war.”

“We are three
days from Ferdan and war may be but a bowshot away. Didn’t you read
the part of Brock’s despatch which mentioned enemy wizards roaming
the lands and attacking at random? Or did you choose to ignore that
particular piece of Brock’s alarming news?”

“No, Longsword,
I read it.”

“Well
then.”

“Well then I
would expect the long range patrol that Captain Byrne has deployed,
and the short range patrol you yourself deployed, to provide a
little notice of any imminent threat. Besides, if you had no
confidence in our perimeter I doubt you’d have willingly immersed
yourself in the tub for half an hour.”

“Hmm.”

Allazar’s eyes
narrowed a little and he studied the young man closely. “Is there
something else I should know, your Majesty? Was there more to King
Brock’s dispatches, or Lord Rak’s?”

“No, Allazar.
Only frak and the fresh clothing you see me wearing. And speaking
of Rak, what did you make of the sketches enclosed with his
note?”

“Ah.
Razorwings, obviously. The other creatures, the larger, appear to
be Condavians of Sethi. From a distance, they are easily mistaken
for mountain buzzards or the condors upon which they are modelled.
They are harmless, but are used to bear aloft the Eye of Morloch
and thus extend the vision of the dark wizard guiding their
flight.”

“I thought the
Jardember was used for that?”

“The Jardember
has its uses, but, similar to your lady’s gaze, when used as it was
by that odious parGoth to direct the Kraal-beast, it revealed only
the distant life-lights of those on the road. There are times when
that is useful, as it was south of Jarn when aiming the Kraal. But
it reveals no details which would be useful to military commanders.
For that, the Eye of Morloch provides as much detail as our own
eyes would.”

“I know.”

“Yes, yes you
do,” Allazar sighed. “Then you can imagine how useful an enemy
commander would find an Eye raised high, circling unnoticed above
camps or fortifications.”

“Beyond the
range of any weapons we have at our disposal.”

“Indeed.”

“Is there no
way of bringing them down?”

“Nature abhors
such creations, Longsword. The birds of the air, all those of
Nature’s making, recognise immediately an aquamire-fuelled intruder
circling in their domain. There are many records of the Condavian
being destroyed by birds of prey. Alas, at the farak gorin, there
are also the Razorwing, and whatever allies Nature has given us in
the form of hawk and eagle are no match for those winged
horrors.”

“Then all our
manoeuvres at the farak will be known to the enemy even as we make
them.”

Allazar knew by
now when Gawain was making a statement or asking a question. “They
circle the two enemy camps, east in the Barak-nor, and west in the
wild lands of the Meggenveld. It would seem to suggest that Morloch
does not want either encampment attacked before they can unite into
a single force.”

“Agreed, in
part. There’s no certainty that the two forces intend to unite to
form a single army,” Gawain swung his gaze to the two Gorians,
still engrossed in conversation with the wizard Arramin. “But your
timely mentioning of the Meggenveld reminds me I still have a duty
of care to our friends.”

“Indeed?”

“Yes,” Gawain
scanned the area and finally caught Captain Byrne’s attention, and
at once the Jurian officer approached.

“My lord?”

“Is there a
tent here suitable for the nine of us who travelled together to
speak in private?”

“Yes, my lord.
The round marquee, there, has been set aside for your sole use.
Camp beds have been provided for you all too, and your saddles and
packs transferred there.”

“Thank you,
Captain. Allazar, please have everyone assemble there when they’ve
finished eating. Another half an hour, shall we say? Captain, I’d
be grateful if you could deploy trusted men to ensure that no-one
approaches within earshot of the tent.”

“Of course, my
lord,” Byrne nodded a salute and turned to move away.

“Captain?”

“My lord?”

“No-one.”

“Understood, my
lord,” And with that, Byrne hurried away to detail four officers to
their posts around the tent in question.

“Is this
precaution really necessary, Longsword?”

“Allazar.
Please understand that everything I do from this moment forward is
really necessary. When you have everyone assemble in the tent, be
clear that the meeting is only for those of us who left Jarn.
Elayeen will have to rely on Kahla at least once more to avoid
tripping over the guy-ropes. Meeya is not invited.”

“Very well,
Longsword, so shall it be.”

When Gawain
turned his gaze upon the wizard, Allazar shivered in spite of the
afternoon’s warmth. Though there had been no strange aquamire to
darken Gawain’s eyes since the smiting of Morloch at Ferdan some
three months ago, the wizard had no doubt that had any of that foul
stuff remained within Gawain, it would be swimming in the young
man’s steel grey eyes now.

 


Gwyn was
standing on the far side of the stream about a hundred yards from
the camp, the gentle flow winding its broad
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