
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Light and
Shadow

 


Copyright © GJ
Kelly 2013

All rights
reserved

 


Smashwords
Edition

 


The moral right
of the author has been asserted

 


This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of
this author.


Book 5


Prologue

 


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

 


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


1.
Farewells

 


Whatever hopes
Gawain and Elayeen may have held for peace and quiet in Tarn after
the Battle of Far-gor were quickly dashed, at least for the first
week following their arrival in lord Rak’s hometown. There were
feasts and celebrations which saw days and nights blur from one
event to another with little chance for sleep between, and in truth
the relief and joy at surviving the battle were real, and the
celebrations understandable given how close all lands south of the
farak gorin had come to destruction.

“We were
lucky,” Gawain complained again, his eyes aching from too long
without sleep, and his head reeling from too much beer.

“Bah,” Eryk
announced, taking another long draught on a tankard of dark
Threlland ale while musicians played and the throng danced in Tarn
Square in spite of the cold night air.

“No,” Gawain
asserted, his speech slurring, “We were finished. All of us. But
for the far-gor collapsing, that army would’ve swallowed us whole.
But for Martan and his eighty-two good old boys, and those
engineers surveying the path of that underground river a thousand
years ago…”

“But for
you, Raheen, and bah to yer modesty again, says I.”

“No,” Gawain
insisted, and eyed the dregs of the ale in his tankard
suspiciously. “I had no idea… I had no idea he had so many… I
thought…”

“I think,
Longsword, it’s time that the commander of the victorious kindred
army had some rest, lest he become overly tired and emotional.”

“Heh,” Eryk of
Threlland chuckled over the din of the music and the throng, “Tired
and emotional! Trust a wizard to use three words when ‘drunk’ would
do!”

“Allazar’s
right though,” Gawain closed one eye to get a clearer look at the
king sitting next to him, “But don’t tell ‘im I said so…”

Eryk belched,
and laughed, and waved his tankard, calling for more ale, and while
he did so, Allazar discreetly helped Gawain to his feet, and led
him across the square towards the crowded inn, and the room they’d
once shared there so long ago. Derrik the landlord, slightly
inebriated himself, spotted them as they entered and hurried to
help as they began trying to ease their way through the crowd
around the bar. Lifting Gawain’s free arm over his neck, the
innkeeper nodded to the wizard, and together they managed to get
the drunk and exhausted young man up the stairs and into bed.

“Where’s E?”
Gawain protested, his head lolling while he tried to survey the
room, “Where’s Elayeen?”

“Our lady is at
lord Rak’s house, with lady Merrin.” Allazar soothed, dragging one
of Gawain’s boots off, “Which is where you’ll be again when you’ve
had a good sleep and are more presentable. I’m not taking you back
to lady Merrin’s house in this condition.”

“Oh. Yes… lady
Merrin’s house… We were lucky Alzallar. I was wrong. ‘Bout Morloch.
He fooled me, Azlallar, he fooled me… did you see the way she shot
that old whitebeard?”

“I did, my
friend. We all did.”

“Shot ‘im clean
through like that Salmalan Goth… clean through…” And then Gawain’s
head lolled back onto the pillow, his eyes rolled back in his head,
and he slept.

“Yes, Gawain,”
Allazar whispered sadly, stone-cold sober, his face filled with
concern. “Shot him clean through. And never have I seen such a cold
and callous execution as we all witnessed there, on the shore of
the farak gorin.”

 


At the end of
that week of happy chaos, when hangovers finally cleared and the
wreckage of the celebrations was at last swept away, the gales and
rains came, flushing drains and cleansing cobbles. It was hard rain
too, the kind Captain Tyrane of Callodon preferred; ‘the kind that
bounces off your helmet and doesn’t sneak its way under your cloak
like misty muck does.’ He was the first to leave, taking Rollaf and
Terryn with him, and a dozen of the new ‘Kindred Rangers’, elves of
the ninety-five who had survived the battle. Most of those elves
had already left, travelling south with survivors from Mornland,
Arrun, Juria and Callodon.

Those new
Rangers, possessed of the Sight of the Eldenelves passed to them by
Elayeen, were outcast as far as Elvendere’s Thallanhall was
concerned, and reviled, never to return to their homeland on pain
of death. But as far as all those who’d stood together beneath the
flag of the kindred were concerned, they were deeply respected, and
admired for the sacrifice they had made. They would be made welcome
in all lands, as friends, and not just for their new oath of duty
to Gawain and Elayeen, to serve the kindred races of Man by keeping
watch for all things dark wizard-made.

The elves
themselves, moved to tears in many cases by the generosity and
friendship of those who had stood behind them in the face of the
ToorsenViell and Toorsengard, wore the symbol of the Kindred Army
on their tunics with great pride. And they, perhaps more than
anyone else save for Elayeen, understood the profound nature of
their new allegiance and their new duty.

 


“Must you leave
so soon, Tyrane?” Gawain asked, “I know Rak would be more than
happy for you to winter here.”

Tyrane nodded.
“Though the war’s not over, m’lord, the battle’s done. I and the
lads wear the Black and Gold, and we’ve all been a long time away
from the land we call home.”

“I know,”
Gawain sighed, and nodded, “And I know Brock said you were mine for
as long I needed. But for now at least the need is past, and I
won’t keep you from your homeland.”

“Thank you,”
Tyrane smiled, though sadly. “And it’s a long way back to the
Guards’ headquarters. Besides, King Brock will doubtless want to
know all that happened, and I don’t think Lieutenant Hillyer is
much of a story-teller. He’ll get there at least ten days before
me, too.”

Gawain nodded
again, he and Elayeen and Allazar standing in the shelter of the
sloping roof of the inn’s stables. Then he took a bulky packet of
letters from under his cloak. “You’ll give this to Brock for
me?”

“I shall, from
your hand to his, and no other between, my word on it.”

“As well as
letters of commendation, it explains about Arramin remaining here,
in Threlland’s libraries. I suspect the old boy’s already read
every book in Callodon, and he seemed genuinely excited at the
chance of rummaging through the dwarven ones. I’ve said in the
letter that I need him to check some historical thing or other… a
feeble excuse just in case anyone should object to Arramin’s
remaining.”

“I doubt they
will, m’lord. And we’re pleased for the old boy. The lads’ll miss
him, already do since he left for Crownmount with King Eryk and
General Karn.”

“Then this is
goodbye,” Gawain sighed, eyeing the captain and the two scouts, and
glancing at the elves waiting patiently on their horses in the
teeming rain. “We all owe you so much…”

Tyrane shook
his head. “You owe us nothing, my lord. We’d have followed you
anywhere, and with pride in our hearts.”

“Anywhere
except that one place.”

“Yes, anywhere
except there.”

“You still have
all those notes and papers?” Gawain nodded towards the bulging
saddlebags on Tyrane’s horse.

“I do. And in
the dark hours of winter and when my duties permit, I intend to
make of them a book, and in it, all the details of the Battle of
Far-gor. With luck, it’ll be of some use to the Guard, should the
need ever arise again.”

“Make many
copies, my friend. Without your keen eye for detail and your
planning, we could never have survived the first engagement.”

“I shall.”

“And besides,
the good folk of Port Yarris and all the other villages should know
how vital the supplies they sent were to the outcome of the battle.
Who could’ve guessed that jars of pickled fish would’ve been so
essential to our defences?”

There was a
long pause then, Gawain and Allazar and Elayeen standing close
together, cloaked in sadness, and Tyrane, Rollaf and Terryn
likewise.

“Farewell, my
friends, and safe journey home,” Gawain announced, fighting against
the lump in his throat, “This time it really is an ending. Never
forget that Raheen counts you friend, and never hesitate to call
upon Raheen should you have a need.”

“My lord,”
Tyrane nodded, teeth clenched against his emotion.

And then the
three men of Callodon snapped a salute, and before anyone could
offer an arm or an embrace, turned sharply on their heels, and
marched out into the rain and to their horses.

When they’d
mounted, rain streaming down their faces and masking the tears
which had threatened to rob them all of dignity, Gawain saluted,
Elayeen curtsied, and Allazar bowed. Together, the three of Raheen
watched as the men of Callodon and a dozen Kindred Rangers left
Tarn.

 


Nor was it the
last sad parting to be made in the aftermath of the victory
celebrations. The four surviving Riders of Raheen, together with
Jaxon and Kahla, were the next to leave, and that too was an
emotional farewell, made all the more so by the fact that it was
Gawain’s suggestion that the Riders return to Arrun.

They’d
protested, of course, the four men of the Red and Gold, but Gawain
had silenced their objections with a regal hand. Someone, he’d
said, had to tell Maeve of Castletown what had happened at the
Battle of Far-gor. Someone had to carry the sad news of the loss of
Rider Arras, and his horse-friend, Chandarran. And someone had to
be there to help Maeve teach her children the ways and customs of
Raheen, and its long and proud history.

Besides, Gawain
had said, there were few enough Raheen steeds in the world, and
though all had lost their families and friends to Morloch, there
were yet Riders in the lands south of the Teeth, and still with
their horse-friends. Life could go on, and Raheen could go
on too, in hearts and minds if not by bloodline, and though the
horse-friends were old, perhaps they still had enough in them to
sire new bloodstock. The same, perhaps, could also be said of the
Riders themselves. And the people of Arrun were a gentle folk, and
the men of Raheen and their steel might yet be needed.

As for the
couple from Goria, they’d learned that Arrun was a gentle land, and
from what they knew of it, it seemed most of all like that Imperial
province, Armunland, where they’d spent most of their lives.
Threlland and its high hills and mountain peaks were alien to them,
and since the Riders of Raheen had made a promise to teach them how
to throw arrows, and how to ride well, and since they were also now
free people of Raheen…

Gawain had
smiled, and so too had all the men from Raheen. The two former
slaves were filled with such enthusiasm and passion for life since
fighting for their liberty on the long road from Goria, it was
difficult not to be fired by sparks from the flames of their lives.
And so the Riders had, reluctantly, agreed to return to Arrun, to
keep alive what traditions of Raheen they could, to guard Maeve and
her children well, and if all went well with them, to begin again,
perhaps even to raise horses in that soft and verdant land.

Their deepest
sadness, though, was evinced by Gawain’s quiet instruction that
they should no longer wear the Red and Gold, except in open battle.
It would, Gawain had said, mark them for Morloch’s vengeance, and
Morloch would not suffer defeat at Far-gor lightly, and certainly
not without seeking to lash out at the victors.

But depart they
did, with ample provisions, and though their eyes were rimmed by
sorrow and the memory of the loss of Arras, hearts were filled with
pride, and joy, too; there were yet Riders of Raheen abroad, and
the King, his lady, and his wizard yet lived.

 


There was one
more farewell, of a kind, to be made before any amount of peace
could be hoped for. Martan of Tellek, fêted throughout Threlland
together with his small army of once-discarded pensioners, was
going home to Tellek, where he hoped to end his days in peace and
quiet at the tavern, regaling all with tales of his time beneath
the Teeth, and tales of his time beneath the farak gorin.

On the Point of
Tarn, overlooking that very land of nothing, Rak had built a
substantial open-faced hut complete with bench seats, and ringed by
sharp defences to protect against Razorwing attack. “Arramin’s
Cabin” it was called, for it was in this cabin that Arramin had
spent his long and lonely watch, guarded by Rollaf and Terryn,
serving as the kindred’s very own Condavian.

Here, on a dull
and damp day nearing the end of October, Gawain now sat with
Allazar, Rak, and Martan of Tellek, gazing in shock and disbelief
at the panorama before them.

“Well… poke me
in the eye and call me a trouser-brick, if that ain’t beyond
belief. Never would’ve believed it, if I weren’t sitting ‘ere
seeing it with these old blobs.”

Where once a
vast expanse of brown and sparkling bitchrock stretched away to the
Teeth in the north and the wilds of Goria in the west, now the vast
expanse was rent asunder, a canyon fully eight miles wide winding
its way the length of the farak gorin.

Rak drew in a
deep breath of chill northern air, and sighed. “I was here, with
Arramin, and Eryk, and others too, when Morloch’s army was
swallowed by that great collapse.”

Martan took
four wooden pots from his backpack on the floor by his feet, and
began filling them with ale from the keg he’d brought to keep a
promise made in the days before the battle.

“We had seen
the enemy advancing, and from here, as clear as you can see today,
we observed the Army of the Kindred engage with the enemy
vanguard.” Rak paused while he accepted the ale from Martan, and
when they each had a pot of beer, there was a small and thoughtful
tapping together of the rims, though no-one had the heart to
suggest a toast.

Far below, on
the southern shore of the farak gorin, they could see the large and
sombre cairn, the monument raised to the Fallen of the Kindred
after the battle. North of it, for a mile or thereabouts, the
familiar brown of the bitchrock, peppered with the bodies of dead
Meggen left there to the elements. And then, the southern cliff of
the as-yet unnamed canyon, broad, and deep.

In places in
that canyon they could see the silvery white of foaming water, an
immense river, raging westward, boiling over the jagged remains of
the roof which had covered and thus hidden its existence for
millennia. Occasionally, when the swirling winds whipped in, they
could hear its distant, muted roar.

“We saw the
Graken attack from the south, though the creature itself was small
seen from here,” Rak continued, “But we could see the damage it
did, the smouldering fires, the sudden fall of men and horses. From
here,” Rak sighed softly, “From here it looked like holes appearing
in the tents of the hospital, and the ranks of the cavalry.

“Eryk was
beside himself with rage. I have never seen him thus. He paced, his
fists clenched, breath hissing. Then he advanced the edge of the
Point, and stood clutching the halberd-poles of the Razorwing
fence, screaming curses at Morloch and at the dark army advancing
south. Then, when it became clear that the next wave of Meggen were
rushing towards your lines in the aftermath of the Graken’s attack,
Brant and Fellek had to physically restrain him, so intent was he
on rushing down there to fight with you.

“When something
of his reason returned, and still held by the staff officers, he
fell to his knees, weeping with helpless fury, and whispering curse
after curse as the enemy drew closer to the line.

“Then we saw
two green puffs of smoke above the battle-camp. Something
happens, my lords! Arramin shouted, pointing. And we watched,
and then before our very eyes a great host of their army fell into
a pit, and lines began to spread, north, south, east, west, and
lines diagonally, joining all the other lines together, spreading
like a web.

“And like flies
stuck to the strands of that web they fell with the bitchrock, the
pattern clear for all to see then just as its remains are clear for
all to see now, though then there were thousands of Morloch’s army
there. It’s stopped! Eryk announced, and for a moment, it
did. For a moment, that foul army, its centre ripped out, still
marched onward either side of the web, leaping across the ditches
that still run all the way to the west, and to the east beyond the
Barak-nor.

“And then,” Rak
paused, and took a draught of ale, “And then we saw the line at the
northern end of the web begin to widen. We began to feel the
rumbling beneath our feet, and before our eyes the northern crack
widened, becoming a gaping maw, cliffs new-formed shearing and
tumbling to the depths, the maw widening, north and south, rushing,
as though the farak gorin were a great beast, fresh awoken and
yawning. To the south the cliffs fell away, the line rushing
towards the shore, swallowing everything on its journey, and
likewise to the north, though the only thing consumed there was the
bitchrock itself.

“And then
silence. In the depths of that canyon, all was turmoil, foam and
mist and spray and raging waters. Sinkhole! Arramin
exclaimed, trembling with awe. And here we stood, gaping like the
farak gorin itself. Were it not for the message which lit the
wizard’s staff, we might have gaped, transfixed by the sight of it,
for hours.”

“Eight miles,”
Martan gasped, wide-eyed, and then sipped his ale. “Poke me in the
eye. Eight miles.”

“We were
lucky,” Gawain announced again.

“I dunno,
Serre, I dunno, if’n you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”

“I don’t mind,
Martan.”

“See, them daft
buggers of olden times dug too deep, in that number six run. We dug
too deep too, else we wouldn’t ‘ave cut into their tunnel. We was
lucky it didn’t go then, in summer, after that big wave went
knockin’ into the Teeth and back again. It were always goin’ to go,
Serre, that number six run, just a matter o’ when. That’s why they
left that spike in the hole, too scared to knock it out I reckon.
It was always goin’ to go. Ain’t no denying though, we ‘elped it on
its way.”

“If I’d
launched the two greens earlier,” Gawain whispered. “Bek would
still be here, and Hern, and Imzenn, and all the others. If I’d
launched the two greens earlier…”

“You couldn’t
know, Longsword. You couldn’t know. Don’t torture yourself with ifs
and buts. They are nothing but doors you could not see until you'd
already walked through the one you chose.”

“And if you had
launched the signal earlier, my brother, who is to say the collapse
would have occurred as it did?”

“Aye, Serre,
lord Rak’s right y’know,” Martan nodded, refilling Gawain’s pot.
“We made the workin’s weak all right, me and the boys. But who’s to
say that the number six didn’t need the weight of all them Morlochs
tromping across it to make the cracks to bring it down? Number six
was our ending, and it was deep, roof were thick and not undercut
like we made the web. It were always goin’ to go, and we ‘elped it
on its way, but where ‘ard rock and pain’s concerned, who’s to say
it didn’t need to be tromped on too?”

Gawain nodded,
but still felt the pain of loss. He still remembered the agony in
Allazar’s voice when Imzenn fell, and the stunned pain of loss in
Karn’s voice when Bek was reported fallen. And remembered all of
their horror when Hern was brought down, and when the Kraal
destroyed the number two grappinbow… So many lives lost. So many
farewells. So many names on the cairn.

And there they
sat, quietly, listening to Martan telling for Allazar and Rak’s
sake about the building of the web, the finding of the ancient
surveying tunnels, and of the Morgmetal spike, and of the laying of
the fuse and the lighting of it. Until the small barrel of ale was
empty, and it was time for Gawain to embrace the old Threlland
miner, and with eyes welling, bid him farewell with a promise of
good port wine the next time they met.

 


oOo


2.
Reflections

 


When Martan of
Tellek had trudged away down the well-worn path to Rak’s house and
beyond to begin his journey home, Gawain sighed a long sigh, and
leaned back against the wall of the cabin.

“Here we are
again, my friends,” Allazar announced, softly. “Though with a
little more comfort than before, when all there was to sit on was
that rock, yonder.”

“Aye. It seems
like a lifetime ago,” Rak agreed. “And so much has happened, to us
all.”

“There’ll be
time for catching up,” the wizard smiled. “It will take Morloch a
long time to recover from this blow. Longsword may believe he
failed to move Morloch’s pieces where he wanted them, but the fact
is, Morloch did move them to the right place, in the
end.”

“Yes, my
brother, you did well. Not even Merrin knew what Martan was up to
down there. The secret was well kept, from friend as well as
enemy.”

Gawain shook
his head. “I doubt I’ll ever believe this victory was my doing. In
my heart of hearts, I shall always know that Morloch deceived me.
He made me believe his army was small enough to be swallowed
entirely by Martan’s web. He made believe there was hope. And down
there, before the eyes of all the world, at the edge of no-man’s
land, he very nearly destroyed hope, forever, just as he destroyed
Raheen. It was serendipity won this battle, not I.”

Allazar shook
his head. “Weren’t you listening to Martan? It was you who mined
the foundations of the farak gorin, you who placed Morloch’s
target, our army, exactly where it was needed for him to aim at,
and you who gave the signal to bring down the web.

“Was it
serendipity made those miners of old dig their surveying tunnel too
deep? Was it serendipity drove the spike in to weaken the tunnel
floor and serendipity that left it there? We cannot know how or why
all these events took place, but in truth, all of them were
connected, and all of them down through the ages conspired to bring
about the destruction of Morloch’s army. Yet, but for you, my
friend, we would not be here. But for you, the kindred army would
have followed Bek and Hern’s plan for harrying the enemy. None
would have survived; even I know you cannot harry such a horde with
a handful of cavalry.”

“Well, believe
what you will, I can find no joy in my heart, even sitting here and
with the southlands free from Morloch’s threat once more. I can
take none of the credit. I keep thinking of that last dinner we
shared together, before we left Ferdan. Captain Hass of The One
Thousand taught me so much, but he didn’t tell me how much it would
hurt to lose one friend, never mind as many as we did. He didn’t
tell me how I’d see their faces in a crowd, hear their voices
before sleep, how a word or a gesture would recall them to mind. Of
all the lessons I have ever learned, this one has been the
hardest.”

“It will take
time, Gawain,” Rak sighed. “Time may not heal all wounds, but it
does dull the pain of them. And you have your lady, safe here in
Tarn once more.”

Mention of
Elayeen drew another sigh from Gawain. “She is become much more
herself, it’s true. Her vision is fully restored, even her voice is
her own. I even heard her and Meeya laughing at little Travak’s
antics yesterday. But still she refuses my touch.”

“In truth?” Rak
was astonished.

“We are
changed, Rak, the three of us, Elayeen, Allazar and I. We are not
who we were when we left Tarn for Kings’ Council in the
summer.”

“We are none of
us who we were before Ferdan in the summer,” Rak soothed.

A glance
towards the wizard evinced a nod, and Gawain told Rak of events at
the Keep of Raheen, of Sword and Circle, and of the rise of
Eldengaze.

At length, the
tale told, Rak sighed aloud too.

“Then the tale
of blindness inflicted by Salaman Goth was a fabrication, to
prevent enemies learning the truth.”

“Yes.”

“You may be
certain, my friends, I shall not breathe a word of this. I am
honoured, truly, that you have chosen to speak of it to me, but I
urge you never to mention it to others. There is already a great
deal of suspicion and fear in the lands where all things mystic are
concerned, especially since the betrayal of the Hallencloister, and
Elvendere. Others might not understand.”

“Yet, the Sight
was passed to the one-twelve,” Allazar frowned, “And the Kindred
Rangers who now bear it do so openly in service to all lands.”

“Indeed, Serre
wizard, but word of the ToorsenViell’s declaration that it was a
plague of some kind was clearly heard by all in the remains of the
battle-camp. That and the story of Salaman Goth have been combined
in the imagination of all who now tell the tales.”

It was
Allazar’s turn to be surprised. “In truth?”

“Certainly.
During the celebrations this past week I have heard a similar story
a dozen or more times; your lady was struck by the dark wizard, and
because she destroyed him, the mystic blindness he inflicted upon
her was finally overcome, leaving her able to see the darkness and
pass the ability like an infection to other elves. They also say
that is why the others were expelled from the forest, and your lady
sentenced to death by elfwizards every bit as vile and treacherous
as the rogues of the D’ith. That is the story they tell, and that
should be the story you should all adhere to as well.”

Allazar nodded,
thoughtfully. “You’re very wise, lord Rak. Much has happened since
the circles in the hall of Raheen were unleashed. Some might even
use knowledge of the circles and their repercussions to their
advantage, should another attempt at Union be made, or should the
circles again be needed in the future. It would indeed be wisest to
allow the popular explanation of events to prevail, perhaps even to
make no mention of it at all now that our lady is more
herself.”

“She’s not,”
Gawain announced, softly. “She is, but… she still refuses to let me
touch her. On those nights when I’ve shared our room in Rak’s house
with her, I’ve been obliged to sleep on the floor. Eldengaze is
still within her. I think it always will be. If I protest, if I
reach for her, her eyes seem to snap and she pins me, just to
remind me of the changes the circles have wrought upon her. Upon
us.”

“Has she
offered any explanation?”

“No, Rak.
Nothing. Just Don’t touch me, G’wain! Though, in fairness,
she has said ‘please’ on several occasions now. I’m hoping that now
the celebrations are done, and we can pause for breath and rest,
she will at last relent. I commanded the men of Raheen to return to
Arrun, and to rebuild their lives anew there. I should like to
rebuild mine with Elayeen. Is that too much to ask of those
accursed eldenbeards, d’you think?”

There was a
long pause.

“What?” Gawain
asked.

Allazar
shrugged. “There is still the darkness and the horde in the west,
Longsword.”

“Let the
Dwarfspit Thallanhall worry about them.”

“It’s not the
Thallanhall guarding the Jarn Gap and the South-halt of Callodon,
it’s General Igorn and his Black and Gold.”

“And Morloch
yet lives, brother.”

“Morloch,”
Gawain grimaced, staring at the Teeth. “Elayeen told me that the
war will never be over while Morloch lives. He is bound beyond the
Teeth once more, he can’t cross them to destroy me, and I can’t
cross them to destroy him. But I don’t think he’s half the threat
he’d like to believe himself, not now. Not unless I’ve been duped
again.”

Allazar
frowned. “How so?”

“His lake of
fermenting aquamire is gone. He needed a minion on a Graken bearing
a Jardember to appear to us down there, on his very doorstep. D’you
remember the look of surprise on the bastard’s face when he saw our
forces? It was genuine surprise, and genuine laughter. It was the
first time he’d seen us all.”

“True enough,”
Allazar agreed, “I do not think any of us will ever forget that
laughter, nor indeed shall any of us forget the fury in your voice
when you ordered the Graken brought down.”

Gawain nodded,
remembering Niklas and the Thurmount grappinbow crew. “Yet he had a
spy in our camp, that ‘spitsucking D’ith Met. Our numbers should
have come as no surprise to him. I think he had no part in the
battle at all, beyond ordering his minions to muster and attack. I
believe the spy in our ranks reported to the dark wizards of that
army, and the Condavians and their Eyes likewise. That army was
commanded, and poorly, by the four Graken riders, and they seemed
to spend most of their time trying to keep their lines ordered. And
clearly they didn’t communicate with Morloch very well at all.”

“Alas,
Longsword, I am no military man.”

“I know. But
they had no real plan, no real strategy. Just attack, and overwhelm
by force of numbers. The few ranged weapons they did possess were
in their rear lines, and therefore useless except perhaps to keep
the Meggen in check; not that those barbarians needed any urging
forward.”

“No,
indeed.”

“They expected
to win with Razorwing and Kraal alone, with the Meggen to mop up
any survivors, and then intended simply to advance to the gentler
lands. They brought no stores or supplies with them, that’s how
confident they were of victory. Morloch as a commander would not
have been so… unsophisticated. Not after all the centuries of
planning and preparation he’s had. D’you remember, Allazar, what I
said when we spoke quietly together, that first night out of
Ferdan?”

“Alas, much has
happened…”

“I said
something like, ‘if Morloch really did have four thousand at his
command, we’d have stepped out from the Morrentill and found the
black-eyed bastard standing there laughing at us.’”

“Yes, I do
recall that now.”

“He had ten
thousand, and he wasn’t standing there laughing at us. I was wrong,
and about so many things. I told Bek and Karn and the three crowns
I wanted Morloch’s armies to unite and face us down there, so we
could inflict as much damage as possible upon them. I’ll admit it’s
possible that Morloch wanted us down there, all the pitiful
forces the south could muster, together, so he could wipe us out in
one fell swoop. Just like Brock himself suggested on our first
morning in Ferdan.

“But, I don’t
think so. With that many Meggen at his command, he could just as
easily have marched them along the scree at the foot of the Teeth
to the Barak-nor, and then rounded Mallak Spur and taken Threlland
and Mornland. And done it while we were still on that Dwarfspit
canal. Sarek’s Rangers and Threlland’s home guard would’ve stood no
chance against such numbers.”

“Perhaps if he
had attempted such manoeuvres, Elvendere might have
responded…”

“No, by then
they’d already moved their forces to the west. They wouldn’t leave
their forest to ride across the plains into the teeth of the
Meggen, never mind Kraal and Razorwing, here in the east. Their
bows would be of little use against an army dug in here, in the
heights of Threlland, or against creatures dark wizard-made, or
against thousands of Meggen spread out and running at them in the
groves and orchards of Mornland. Morloch knew that the true value
of elven bows would be at the farak gorin during his advance from
the Teeth, and that’s why he worked so long and so hard to keep
elves elvish.”

“Does it matter
now, Longsword?”

Gawain nodded.
“It might matter a great deal. I think the horde we faced were
commanded by the Graken-riding dark wizards, and not by Morloch,
which is why he was so surprised to see us and our feeble force. In
the Gorian Empire, as Simayen Jaxon told us, it’s dark wizards and
their dark-made creatures who rule the provinces now. Their tactics
in Goria are as unsophisticated as those we faced down there.

“I think
Morloch’s power is now so diminished that he can’t really control
events in the far west any more. I’m prepared to admit I may be
utterly wrong, just as I was utterly wrong before the Battle of
Far-gor. But one thing is certain now. With an eight mile wide
canyon between us and the Teeth, any threat these lowlands now face
will come from the west.”

“And we can
count on no help from Elvendere,” Allazar sighed, and seemed about
to say more, but held his tongue.

“What?”


“Longsword?”

“You were going
to add something else.”

“I was, but I
am uncomfortable broaching the subject.”

“You’ve lived
dangerously enough with me in the past, wizard, why break the habit
now?”

Allazar sighed.
“I was going to say that we can count on no aid from Elvendere,
especially since by now they will know that the ToorsenViell and
his escort were destroyed.”

“True,” Gawain
announced, his manner calm and matter-of-fact. “But since the rites
were given and the bodies of those treacherous bastards turned to
ash, who in Elvendere is to know it was the ninety-five who
destroyed them? Their horses were used to help take the wounded to
their homes in the south, and the carriage likewise. If the
Thallanhall or Toorseneth sent someone to investigate, they’d find
nothing but ash on that blood-soaked battle-field, and who is there
to say it wasn’t the dark enemy who killed them?”

Allazar still
looked unconvinced, and Rak did his best to allay the wizard’s
discomfort.

“You must
remember the mood of all those gathered there when that elfwizard
uttered such vile insult and calumny against Queen Elayeen, and
against all the elves who fought bravely under the banner of the
kindred. It may safely be said that the party from the Toorseneth
would have met their end just as swiftly by the hand of men, women
and dwarves, but for lady Elayeen’s order that we should all stand
fast.”

“True,” Allazar
sighed, and he did remember the mood of the hundreds gathered
behind Elayeen and the ninety-five when A’knox of the ToorsenViell
spewed forth his bile. “And but for our lady’s command, that
wretched creature may well have ended his days by my hand, too. Yet
I cannot forget the sound of that dread voice when she spoke, nor
the words she uttered. I do not believe the voice or the words were
hers.”

“I agree,” Rak
nodded, “And there is so much about Elvendere that we do not know.
I do know, from my time there, that all is not well within that
forest land. There are powerful forces at work there, only hinted
at by that elfwizard’s speech. It may be that the attacks on their
western border spared Elvendere from civil war.”

“In truth?”
Gawain was stunned. “I know there was something of a furore when I
took Elayeen from the Circle of Faranthroth, but I’d thought since
Kings’ Council and the sighting of the common threat from Morloch,
all such ill-feeling had died down. I thought that was why it was
possible for you to persuade Council to move to Shiyanath?”

“At Ferdan, in
the summer, we were dealing with Thal-Hak, and the remainder of his
entourage. He is both reasonable and intelligent, and sympathetic
to the cause of Union. But at Shiyanath, it was a different matter.
There was so much more beneath the surface there, my brother. I
noted it from the moment that the Thallanhall arrived at Council
and began working against Thal-Hak.”

Gawain looked
sheepish. “I haven’t read the bound minutes of the Council
meetings, Rak. The wizard Mahlek seemed to think they were
important, but with the battle looming, I concentrated more on
military matters.”

Rak smiled.
“And rightly so. In truth, those records would serve only as a
commentary on the fencing-match that was Council. It is that which
is not recorded which is important; the feelings, emotions,
perceptions, suspicions and intuitions, the hidden agendas which
shape any council’s progress towards a conclusion. Before the
Thallanhall’s arrival at Shiyanath, all was progressing well,
better than expected if truth be told.”

“Perhaps now
that our lady is more herself, we might learn more of the nature of
governance within her homeland,” Allazar offered, hopefully.

“It might go
some way to explaining recent events if she can share with us such
details,” Rak agreed. “I thought I noted at least five distinct
factions at work during our last days in Shiyanath.”

“Five?”

“Yes. But the
one which carried the day was the one representing the will of
those I now know to be of the ToorsenViell, and most if not all
others seemed extremely cautious not to offend them. It was to the
wizards of the ToorsenViell that most of the Thallanhall glanced
before or after speaking.”

“I had thought
that ‘Thallanhall’ was simply the name given to the hall of the
king,” Allazar sighed.

“So did we
all,” Rak admitted, “Until it became obvious otherwise. Theirs is a
complex system of governance, with family lineage and politics
playing their part in the provinces as well as in the future of
their crown. But the Toorseneth, and the other elfwizards of the
Viell it would seem, pull hidden strings throughout that land.”

“And have done
for a very long time, if that ‘spitsucking whitebeard A’knox was to
be believed.”

Allazar nodded,
his expression solemn and thoughtful. “If indeed they have been
working for hundreds of generations to breed out the Sight of
Eldenelves from all elfkind, then yes, it would seem the treachery
our lady spoke of extends back into the mists of elder days,
perhaps to the very days of Morloch’s binding.”

“That sight
would’ve been invaluable to the kindred in the first war, just as
it was in our battle,” Gawain agreed.

“Then,” Allazar
stood, and stretched his legs, “All the lands, including Elvendere,
should now be grateful to those eldenbeards, my friends, for
resurrecting that ancient and powerful trait. Though I dread to
think of the consequences for those possessing it within the forest
itself, since the Toorseneth’s proclamation. There can be no doubt
in anybody’s mind that the foul and ancient creature who arrived
from the Toorseneth fully intended to destroy our lady.”

“Perhaps
there’s still hope for elves, then. Elayeen said the Dymendin
sceptre once wielded by that crumbling whitebeard bastard was used
to enforce the authority of the ToorsenViell. And that
particular stick, though nowhere near as imposing as the one you’re
currently leaning on, is now in your possession. You’re now the
Keeper of the Two Sticks of Raheen.”

“Yes,” Allazar
nodded, and a flicker of a sad smile danced at the corners of his
mouth, “I suppose you might say, that’s the long and the short of
it.”

“You might, but
only if you want to wake up with a crowd around you.”

“Ah.”

“Though she did
claim the short one quickly, and seemed most anxious to commit it
to your care, Allazar,” Gawain mused, “And didn’t seem to become
entirely herself until after you’d accepted it.”

“Yes,” Allazar
agreed, frowning. “ Yes, I noticed that, too.”

“Then perhaps,”
Rak offered quietly, “Lady Elayeen recognised the necessity of
keeping that sceptre well away from any possibility of its
returning to Elvendere and the Toorseneth, and perhaps the ancient
voice which spoke through her was aware that only the wielder of
the white staff of Raheen could be trusted to keep it safe.”

“Ah!” Allazar
exclaimed, smiling broadly, and Gawain groaned.

“What have I
said?” Rak asked, confused.

“You’ve given
the bloody whitebeard a title he’ll never let me forget,” Gawain
sighed.

“Not I,” Rak
protested, “It’s what the veterans of the Battle of Far-gor are
calling him.”

Allazar smiled.
“And it’s a much nicer title than ‘Keeper of the Stick’, don’t you
think?”
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3.
Revelations

 


The table for
dinner at Rak’s house was quiet; lady Merrin and Rak of course,
with the happy little Travak still inseparable from his wooden toy
Gwyn, the toy almost two years old now and missing half a hind leg.
And Gawain and Elayeen, staying once more in the guest room they
had occupied the previous year, and Allazar, the wizard grateful to
be spared the throng at the inn. There were many visitors still in
Tarn, survivors from the battle, some wounded, others volunteers
yet to make their way home, and a place in the dining room at the
inn was hard to find even for those who had rooms there as Allazar
did.

“I haven’t seen
Meeya or Valin today, aren’t they joining us for dinner?” Gawain
addressed his question to no-one in particular.

“No,” Merrin
announced, “Major Sarek has found them lodgings on the eastern side
of the town. They seemed quite content when they left here
yesterday.”

“Yesterday? I
really must pay more attention.”

“In all the
hubbub of the last week I’m not surprised you didn’t notice,”
Merrin smiled gently.

“They are
pleased to be together,” Elayeen declared, “And looking forward to
time alone now that the fighting is over. It did not go well for
them at home… in Elvendere, before they left with us at Ostinath.
And they also wish to allow Gawain and I some time alone without
their presence calling forth memories of the Thallanhall’s
betrayal.”

“We all have a
great many questions concerning your homeland, miheth. Perhaps
later you might be able to answer some of them for us?”

“Perhaps,
G’wain. But there will be many I cannot. Since our last day at the
battle-camp, my memory of certain events and insights seems to be
fading.”

“Again I’m not
surprised,” Merrin soothed, “It was hard enough observing events
from afar at the Point, and my mind still recoils from the horrors
I saw, distant even though they were.”

Gawain nodded.
“Have you got any further with the Ms, Allazar, or have you been
too busy looking out for me?”

“Alas, since
the battle began I’ve given no time to the work. It’s something I
hope to be able to complete when the room at the inn becomes a
little quieter.”

“There’s no
need to remain at the inn, Allazar,” Rak announced, “Not now that
Meeya and Valin have found alternative lodgings. The second guest
room is now vacant; you’d be welcome to it.”

“I don’t wish
to put lady Merrin or yourself to any trouble…”

“Nonsense,”
Merrin insisted, “It’ll be ready for you tomorrow. You can use
Rak’s study for your book, too. Travak knows not to go in there so
you won’t have him pestering you.”

“Thank you. I
am rather hoping that peace and quiet will allow my work to
continue apace. On the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, I had an intuition
that the world was changing. Little did I know then by how much,
nor how quickly.”

“And that’s
just one of the questions I’m sure we’re hoping you’ll answer, E;
you told that decrepit whitebeard a new age was beginning, just
before you rid the world of him. What did you mean?”

Elayeen paused,
staring at the meal on her plate. Then she flicked a glance towards
the toddler Travak, Merrin wiping the boy’s chin. “I don’t think
this is the time for such a discussion, G’wain. Perhaps later.”

Gawain took the
hint. “You’re right, Elayeen. I’m sorry, lady Merrin, I didn’t mean
to burden your table with such talk.”

“There’s no
need for apologies,” Rak asserted, “Travak doesn’t understand much
that is said, but he is quite sensitive to moods.”

“No, Elayeen is
correct, this isn’t the time or the place. In truth, we three have
been so far from civilisation and gentle manners these past months,
it’ll take some time to become re-accustomed to polite company and
gentler pursuits. Perhaps after dinner, and by the fire, when
Travak is tucked up in bed, we can all talk. I’d like to see to
Gwyn first, though. In all the celebrations I’ve neglected her
care.”

“Gwyn!” Travak
cried happily, his tiny face beaming with joy as he banged the
wooden toy on the table.

“Now you know
how the leg came to be broken,” Rak smiled.

And so the meal
progressed, with conversation limited to tales of the infant’s
growth since Gawain and Elayeen had last enjoyed a meal at lord
Rak’s table.

 


After dinner,
Gawain took his leave to make good on his promise to attend to Gwyn
in the stables, though truth to tell it was more a visit of
reassurance for both horse and rider. Gawain had been obliged to
spend a good deal of time out and about at all the public
ceremonies and festivities, and with Elayeen still distant, the
young man felt the need for the kind of constant companionship that
only the Raheen charger seemed to provide. Horse and rider had been
together for a long time, and both had endured much.

“You’ve done a
fine job, Lyas,” Gawain smiled at the apprentice stable-master, the
young lad beaming happily at the compliment and at what he
considered the miracle of the King of Raheen remembering his name.
“Thank you.”

The boy nodded
a hurried bow and scurried away to the stalls near the tack room at
the far end of the stables, and Gawain set about checking hooves
and coat, eyes, ears, tongue and teeth, and Gwyn ignoring him
haughtily all the while.

“Decided you
like the care of others better than mine, Ugly?” Gawain whispered.
“I don’t blame you. It’s been a long and hard two years, my friend,
for both of us. But we can rest now. Here you’ll be warm, and well
fed, and well tended. And who knows, when it’s warmer out and all
the plains are lush, we might even visit our friends in Arrun.
You’d like that.”

Gwyn’s head
bobbed, feeling the sudden rush of sadness Gawain felt on recalling
the men of Raheen, and the loss of Arras and Chandarran. To have
found them, and then to have lost them, and worse, to have lost
them both to Morloch’s filthy whitebeards...

Thinking of
them recalled Bek to mind, and Hern, both men killed on horseback,
leading thundering charges across the no-man’s land at the farak
gorin. Gawain remembered the lump in his throat and how his eyes
had welled with pride and more than a little envy at the sight of
Bek leaning forward over his grey mare’s neck, sabre thrust
forward. That was how it should have been for Arras and Chandarran,
sweeping across the field of battle at full gallop towards and
through the enemy. Not blasted from the air by some filthy
Graken-riding demGoth. Not blasted in the chest by some filthy
traitor from the D’ith Hallencloister.

Gawain sighed
again, and simply stood there next to Gwyn, his arms folded, and
remembering. So many names. So many faces. So many Fallen…

 


It was an hour
or more later when he returned to Rak’s house, and found them all
gathered around the fireplace in the small and comfortable
living-room, logs crackling in the grate and a pitcher of fresh
mulled wine on a table. A chair had been left vacant for him, and
after pouring himself a goblet of the rich spiced wine, still hot
and blood-red, he sat. Elayeen was sitting on the floor opposite
him, her knees drawn up under her chin and her arms wrapped around
her legs as she gazed at the dancing shapes in the hearth.

Gawain knew,
instinctively, that she’d placed herself as far as she could from
him in the confines of the small room, the better to avoid his
touch. He remembered the last time he’d sat in this chair, his mind
clouded as if by a fog, Elayeen braiding the new black strands of
hair that had marked his throth binding to her.

“Is Travak
asleep?” Gawain asked, quietly.

“Yes, I put him
down just before you returned from the stables,” Merrin smiled. “He
was exhausted; it’s been a busy and exciting time for him as well
as for all of us. So many new faces coming and going, and so many
familiar ones too.”

Allazar nodded
thoughtfully. “At least now the young fellow has a much brighter
future to look forward to than any of us thought we had last year.
I’m sure his life will soon settle back to normal.”

“Yes, that is
our hope, too,” Rak agreed. “His vocabulary is still limited to
about thirty words, and ‘Gwyn’ is one of them. It is our sincere
hope that ‘war’ will not be uttered by our son until he is much,
much older. It, and the word ‘battle’, is one that has been heard
in Tarn so often since summer it’s a wonder both were not among his
first.”

Elayeen sighed,
and blinked, and Gawain again glimpsed a distance in her eyes, eyes
now her own once more and sparkling in the flickering firelight.
“There should never have been a battle at the farak gorin,” she
said, so softly it was almost a whisper.

“It wasn’t our
idea, miheth, it was forced upon us.”

“You don’t
understand, G’wain. It wasn’t supposed to happen at all. I saw the
drawing Martan of Tellek made, when Allazar studied it, before it
was sent here to Arramin.”

“The engraving
on the Morgmetal spike?”

“Yes.”

Rak frowned.
“The wizard Arramin said that one of the marks was that of
Thal-Marrahan?”

“Yes. But there
were others, and amongst them, three circles, surrounding the
triskele of Minyorn,” Elayeen sighed again, and when she tore her
eyes from the fire to look at them all in turn, there was profound
sorrow in her gaze. Her eyes, beautiful once more, hazel-green and
filled with sadness, lingered on Gawain’s before she turned her
face to the fire again. “The tool was without doubt placed in the
tunnel with intent, long years after the course of the river had
been charted, long after construction of Thal-Marrahan’s canal had
been completed.”

“How do you
know this?” Gawain asked, his heart quickening.

“Because I was
taught by my mother, who is of the Seraneth bloodline of Minyorn, a
fact to which that putrid ToorsenViell alluded when he dared to
spew bile over my family’s honour. The triskele is the favoured
mark of the Shitheen Issilene of Minyorn, the Sisterhood of
Issilene. The three circles you already know. The farak gorin
should have collapsed when the breach in the Teeth was sealed. The
immense chasm should have opened then. It would have spared these
lands war.

“Morloch’s
armies would have returned to the far west, and in facing
Elvendere’s western borders, united all the provinces of my
homeland against the common enemy. The Sight which you call
Eldengaze would have been welcomed by my people as a force for
preserving all elvendom against that dark threat.”

Gawain was
stunned, and sat as if paralysed, gazing at Elayeen. After a long
silence, she dragged her eyes from the fire, and the ineffable
sadness he saw in her expression seemed suddenly to galvanise
him.

“E, you speak
with such conviction, but surely you can’t know for certain! Martan
told me that the tunnels were dug more than thirteen centuries
ago!”

She turned her
attention back to the fire, and sighed again before answering, her
soft, sad and lilting voice tickling ears and tugging heartstrings.
“The Shitheen are seers, G’wain, and were renowned for the gift of
foresight long before the ToorsenViell declared them undesirable
and drove them far from the public eye. The Sisterhood doubtless
saw that the wave unleashed against the Teeth would fail to bring
down the farak gorin, and took steps to weaken it in such a way
that when the time came, it would collapse. They failed.”

“Or perhaps,”
Allazar soothed, “This Sisterhood you speak of foresaw Gawain’s
undermining of the far-gor, and placed the spike in order to bring
about the destruction of Morloch’s army. Unless you possess
knowledge of facts which you’ve yet to share with us?”

Elayeen shook
her head, silver-blonde hair reflecting the red and orange of the
flickering firelight, and she still gazing at the dancing shapes
deep in the heart of the hearth. “Only myths and legends, and tales
of prophecy my mother taught me. But I know, in my heart of hearts,
there should never have been a Battle of Far-gor, and the farak
gorin should have fallen in July, when we were in Raheen. That is
why the three circles girdled the triskele, I am sure.”

“You can no
more blame yourself for the battle, lady Elayeen, than can your
husband and king,” Rak insisted. “It is one thing to see
connections between recent events and tales told in times of yore,
quite another for there actually to be such connections.”

“Indeed,”
Allazar agreed, earnestly, but Elayeen’s expression showed that she
remained unconvinced.

“Though the
memories are fading quickly, I know that the wizards of ancient
times did not intend to leave a door to the south wide open for
Morloch simply to stroll through, should he ever gain strength
enough for a return. It’s why they didn’t build a castle and
fortifications there, as King Brock wished they had. It’s why the
Shitheen Issilene tried to weaken the tunnel floor.”

“You’ve
mentioned this Issilene before, E. Before you killed that
whitebeard. What or who is it?”

Again Elayeen
sighed, and a single tear slid from the corner of her eye,
sparkling only briefly on her cheek before she hastily wiped it
away. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Perhaps at the
beginning?” Allazar smiled sadly, speaking gently, “With the myths
you spoke of?”

Elayeen nodded,
and slid her legs beneath her, resting her hands in her lap and
eyeing her nervous fingers before gazing into the fire and into
memory.

“The story of
Issilene is a myth of elder times, a tale of creation, once told to
children. There are few who tell it now, and fewer who believe it
should be told, though the Shitheen adhere to the old ways and work
in secret to keep them alive. The tale occurs near the dawn of
time, when Nature wrought the world anew from the carcass of an
older one, and had recently finished bringing forth all life...

“Nature cares
for nothing save itself, and the intricate checks and balances upon
which all things, including Nature itself, depend. The Shitheen
teach that Nature is like an infinite web, delicate strands
interwoven to form the pattern of all life and all wonder. Break a
single thread, and the pattern changes as other threads respond to
the sudden new tension or release. Thuswise, they said, all things
have their place, and when the balance is maintained, all is
harmony.

“The time came,
so the Shitheen say, when Nature had done its work, the vast web
was recreated, all things in their rightful places. But through all
the long ages of building and re-building, something happened which
had never happened before. Nature began to care about its creation,
and recognising that this was impossible, and understanding that it
had no business understanding anything at all, Nature took elfin
form, the better to determine what manner of unnatural catastrophe
had brought about this new awareness.

“That elfin was
Issilene, Nature herself, in physical form. She walked through the
forest, through stream and river, glade, hill and valley, pondering
this new mystery and attempting to determine its cause and likely
effect. As she walked, Issilene admired her creations, and all the
myriad forms of life which had sprung from the centre of the web,
all the new strands growing and connecting, changing and evolving
into new life, the web constantly expanding and taking on subtle
new forms.

“As she walked
and thought and admired her handiwork and all that was springing
forth from the first seed, she began to feel, and the feeling was
dread, for it was pride. So blinded was Issilene by pride she
failed to notice that she herself was being admired, for of course
she was beautiful, the most beautiful of all creatures, glowing
brightly with an inner light; she was also perfect of form, and,
possessing neither modesty nor shame, naked.

“It was Yargo,
finest of all hunters, who admired Issilene, and such was her
beauty he was overcome by desire for her. He approached her, and,
startled from her reverie, Issilene fled. Yargo pursued her through
the forest, through stream and river, glade, hill and valley,
enthralled by her glowing beauty and by his own desire for her. And
Issilene knew a new feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was
fear.

“For days and
nights Yargo pursued Issilene, and try as she might, Issilene could
not evade him, and though all the world was forest in those
dawntime days, Yargo was the greatest of hunters. Days became
weeks, and still Yargo pursued her, relentless as time itself.

“Finally, the
way ahead becoming rocky and trees thinning, Issilene began to
tire, and glancing over her shoulder she spied Yargo’s life-light,
far off, still pursuing. In looking back, she stumbled and fell,
landing hard, and being naked possessed no protection against the
rocky terrain. Her head struck a sharp rock, breaking a tooth and
cutting her lips, and she bled profusely. And Issilene knew a new
feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was pain.

“Hearing Yargo
still in pursuit and seeing his light drawing closer, and seeing
her own limbs cut and bleeding from her flight through the forest,
seeing her own blood streaming down her breast from her broken
mouth, Issilene knew yet another new feeling, and it too was dread,
for it was anger. The anger rose within her, and then she
remembered who she was, and transformed herself into the form of a
great white wolf, and turned to face Yargo’s advance.

“Yargo, dashing
through the thinning trees up the rocky slope, saw the immense
white wolf, snarling, fresh blood dripping from its maw and
staining the fur of its breast. He saw the tracks left by the bare
and bleeding feet of the beautiful elfin he had pursued for so
long, and he saw the pool of blood on the rocky ground at the end
of those tracks, where now stood the snarling beast.

“Yargo fell to
his knees, and believing that his unknown beloved had been consumed
by the wolf, gave a scream of rage and horror and loss the like of
which the forest had never heard before, and Issilene knew a new
feeling, and the feeling was dread, for it was pity. But before she
could act upon the feeling, Yargo stood, his face contorted with
rage, and he presented his bow, and drew a shaft, and took aim at
the great white wolf stained with his love’s blood.

“He drew a deep
breath to steady his aim, letting it out slowly, stilling his
pounding heart the better to strike the mark. Then, through the
stillness of the aim, he looked into the wolf’s eyes, and he saw
the pity of Issilene there, and knew it was impossible, for wolves
feel no pity, for they are hunters of Nature’s making. He looked
closer still, and saw the brightness of the wolf, and knew that it
was no wolf at all, for he was the greatest of all hunters, and
knew that nothing of Nature’s making possessed such a light, save
for the beauty he had pursued.”

Elayeen paused
then, gazing into the fire, eyes wide, lost in the myth, taking a
sip of wine and seeing the hunter and the wolf in the glowing logs
in the hearth.

“Yargo knew
then that the wolf was his beloved, and he lowered his bow, and
fell to his knees once more, weeping tears of joy that she yet
lived, and tears of sorrow that she was beyond his reach. But still
Issilene felt pity, and then, seeing the joy in the hunter at her
living, knew another feeling, more dread perhaps than all the
others combined, for it was love. Issilene rose up before him,
elfin once more, and gave herself to Yargo.

“Issilene bore
seven sons, and instructed Yargo to teach them all he knew of
hunting. This he did, and they learned well, for they were of his
blood. But being also of Issilene’s blood, they, like her, could
see the life-lights of all things of Nature’s making, which made
them formidable hunters indeed.

“But Issilene
remembered pride, and fear, and anger, and pity, and love. She
remembered how dread those feelings had been, and how dangerous,
and so she took these from her sons, and they became the first of
the Shimaneth Issilene. To them was given the duty of seeking out
all things unnatural, and destroying them, for there can be no
light without shadow, and even in those dawntime days, dark powers
and demons lurked.

“Thus were born
the hunter-warriors of Issilene, wolves of elves loosed upon the
darkness. Even though they were dread, still they multiplied, for
they were possessed of bright lights themselves, and few were the
elfins who could resist such lights when the Shimaneth succumbed to
the need to mate. Issilene, content that her new creations would
attend to the task she had set them, then abandoned her elfin form,
becoming once more Nature, and in abandoning that form lost all
those feelings she had learned, and became again simply what she
had been before, which is to say, Nature.

“In the
beginning, all was well. The Shimaneth multiplied, and went out
into the world, seeking out and pursuing and destroying the
unnatural according to Issilene’s command. But they were cold,
bereft of compassion, merciless and single-minded. In pursuit of
some foul creature, they would pass all others by, the needy or
wounded abandoned to their fate in the name of duty.

“So cold were
they that when they encountered others of the kindred, those others
would shiver, and bar their doors. But the Shimaneth cared not, for
they lived for their duty and knew neither compassion, nor love,
nor pride, nor anger. Pain they knew, for it warned of injury and
allowed them to rest and to heal, the better to hunt again.

“At length,
shadows retreated, and lurked in a hidden realm beyond the sight of
the Shimaneth. In time, and with no quarry to hunt, the bloodline
of the Shimaneth thinned, and as it did, the heartlessness and
wolf-like nature slowly faded, until only the life-sight remained
in elves as a reminder of the duty which Issilene had commanded of
them.”

Again there was
a pause, the logs spitting and crackling in the grate.

“That is the
story of Issilene, and the Shimaneth. My mother taught it to me
when I was little, just as her mother taught it to her.”

“And this
Sisterhood actually believes that?” Gawain asked, softly.

“No, of course
not, G’wain, it’s just a story for children. But the Shitheen
adopted the name Issilene because of their adherence to and respect
for elder ways; it is a name that conjures a powerful image of
Nature personified in the minds of all elves. It is why the
ToorsenViell worked so hard to banish the Shitheen to the fringes
of society. Only in Minyorn do they yet survive, hidden, yet still
revered, there even if nowhere else in Elvendere.”

“And the
ToorsenViell?” Allazar prompted, gently. “The words of that
elfwizard were most troubling, as were those you spoke in
reply.”

Elayeen nodded,
still staring into the flames, as if held entranced by the burning
logs in the hearth. “I do not know where many of the words I spoke
that day at the farak gorin came from. I do know they were true,
though before the voice within me uttered them I understood neither
Toorsen’s treachery, nor the depth of the treachery his acolytes
and disciples perpetuate in the name of his creed.

“My mother
taught me that Toorsen was an Ahk-Viell of elder times, when the
first war against Morloch was fought and all the kindred united in
common cause against the dark threat. It was Toorsen, at the end of
that long war, who proposed the building of the roundtower at
Ostinath. He said it was to be a bastion of hope, a citadel of
elven civilisation, tall enough to look out over the lands to keep
watch for the darkness, bright enough to shine a light from
elvendom far and wide.

“In those days,
Ostinath and its sparkling springs of purest water was the jewel in
the crown of Minyorn, and Minyorn itself was even then one of the
oldest provinces in elvendom. In those days, there was no city of
stone anywhere in the great forest. Toorsen was trusted, and
powerful, and in the aftermath of the war with Morloch, few opposed
the building of the Toorseneth; though it is said that the Shitheen
had grave misgivings. But in the absence of any doom-saying
prophecy from the Shitheen, their misgivings were brushed aside,
and the Toorseneth was built. It’s very ancient, but during its
construction, it was imbued with the power of Toorsen, and it has
survived to this day, as you saw.

“Once built, it
was not long before the Toorsengard was raised, and not long
thereafter that the Viell who inhabited the tower adopted the creed
and became the ToorsenViell. Slowly, insidiously, they grew in
influence and power, proclaiming themselves guardians of elven
culture and morality, and with subtle hands began shaping and
directing the course of elf kind’s progress. There is no one time
in our history we can point to and assert ‘there, there is when the
ToorsenViell took the reins of our destiny from us’, so subtle and
pervasive were their efforts. That was what my mother taught
me.

“Much later,
they openly opposed Thal-Marrahan, but he was mighty, and some say
he himself possessed more than a few white hairs. It was
Thal-Marrahan’s dream to advance all elfkind, and though in all the
long centuries after the first war with Morloch elves had become
elvish again, Thal-Marrahan held the teachings and philosophy of
the Ahk-Viell Arristanas in high regard. You remember Arristanas,
of elder times?”

“Yes,” Allazar
said quickly, hoping not to spoil the
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