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Quarlo’s Curse


Prologue

 


Our cause… our
cause… those with power shall rule! Not serve! Not serve the weak
and the sick and the worms wriggling in the dust! We are legion!
All of us! We… All! Wizards with power… all shall see at last! The
weak shall serve the strong! We shall rule!

“How many are
you?”

All! The seeds…
have been sown! Doubts like maggots… in the minds of all! It shall
spread! It shall spread!

 


oOo


1. Good Point,
Well Made, Fair Do

 


“It’s bloody
piddling down now,” Arlock complained, rain hammering on the roof
of the small and rather cramped storehouse at the western end of
the fifth ring village of Fourwells. “Can’t understand why this
roof ain’t leaking like a sieve.”

“This is where
they piggin’ store stuff, Arlock,” Paj sniffed miserably, trying
but failing to unblock his nose, and his speech was suffering
accordingly. “What kind of idiots d’you think would store stuff in
a storehouse with a leaky roof?”

“Buggered if I
know. Just surprised is all. Not like this village would be filled
with master bloody builders now, is it?”

“You having a
go at folk o’ the fifth?”

“No of course
not, Two-Pies, keep yer ‘air on. And be sure not to blow yer nose
on that hanky yer saving for the lassie up north.”

“It’s packed
and sealed in the pouch you gave me, not piggin’ likely I’ll
mistake it.”

Arlock sighed,
and difficult as it was in the cramped quarters, attempted pacing
again.

“Them gee-gees
outside won’t thank us for leaving ‘em out in the wet,” he
announced. “You sure they’ll be all right, Ben-mate? Won’t catch
cold like Two-Dins?”

Benmelo spoke
from under his floppy hat, lying motionless in a hammock slung
between two roof-posts.

“They’re plains
animals, Arlock, and out there in the wilds there’s no roof but sky
to shelter beneath. Don’t use the horses and the rain as an excuse
for your own poor mood.”

“Easy for you
to say. You’re used to outdoors too. Me, I’m used to wintering up
in places like Lakeheath and Mereside, Nerreston or Netherton, or
Southlake. Proper beds, with summink warm in ‘em too, not string
bags hung from posts as creaks all night every time a fellah tries
to turn over…” Arlock gave a huge sigh. “Roaring fires, roast boar
and beef, oh and ale! Lovely, lovely ale… Music and dancing,
laughing and singing, getting good and warm and the head buzzing
like a barrel o’ bees. And ale! Did I mention ale? And here I been
sat now fer six days, and four o’ them days while sir Paj dribbles
away drip by drip and sneeze by sneeze into one great big
disgusting slimy puddle of hankies. Wonderful.”

“We can’t leave
until his cold’s better. Fat chance we’d have of sneaking up on the
wizard in Peakpuddle with Paj in that state.”

“Oy, not so
much of the fat!” Panjalgernon complained, his mood along with the
rest of him made miserable by his blocked, red, and slightly
swollen nose.

“And besides,”
Ben continued, “Before we can go, we have to wait for Linnith the
witch-healer to say she’s no further need of our tincture for
Iyanna’s back. We can’t just walk away now and let the poor girl
suffer, not after offering her hope with the medicines we
carry.”

“Aye I know all
that, no need to rub it in. Just going mildly mental-mong stuck in
‘ere with a snuffling manky-hanky for company and no pub to retreat
into. If this is supposed to be the ‘blues dues’ rewards given to
blue hunters by grateful villagers, then that witchy-Glading
wossername can have her blue stuff back and find some other mug to
traipse around the fifth looking for trouble.”

“Snot my
fault!” Paj protested.

“Thnod by
fold!” Arlock mimicked. “And yes, it is your fault, sir Pidge,
and how by the Barre you manage to produce so much thnod beggars
belief! The stuff’s coming out of you worse than water from the
pumps o’ the deepin’s in Orefield!”

Panjalgernon
sneezed, and coughed, and made use of an old piece of sackcloth,
which was already soaked. In truth, the young man’s head-cold was
slowly waning, but no amount of hot mushroom and nut-cabbage soup
had helped, and nor had the various potions and infusions brought
to him by the village witch-healer. And that was in spite of
Linnith’s promise that such treatments would see him back on his
feet within four days of taking them.

The din of the
rain on the roof increased to a soft roar, and Arlock’s shoulders
heaved again.

“This keeps up,
Piddlepuddle will have to change its name to Piddlelake. And you
haven’t said what we’re supposed to do when we get there, Benmelo.
All the while sir Thnod-Bucket’s been lying there moaning, not a
word of a plan have you spoke about how we’re to deal with this
bloody Bandiwiz on the spire there.”

“That’s because
I don’t have a plan, Sambal.”

“No p… eh? Even
in that Northbrush place when you went up against the Esgorn wiz,
you had a plan.”

“His name was
Esgaran.”

“Well ‘e’s
bloody gorn now. And though it weren’t much of a plan, you at least
had one.”

“The plan as it
stands at the moment, Sambal, is go to Peakpuddle. Find Quarlo
Bregg. Kill Quarlo Bregg. The first part’s easy enough, the other
two will need to be modified according to what we find when we get
there.”

“See, that’s
why I leaves the thinking to them as can. Never in a month of
Sundays would I have been able to formicate such a detailed
strategy for dealing with a Bandiwiz.”

“I think you
mean ‘formulate’,” Paj mumbled, though with his blocked nose it
didn’t quite come out anywhere as near as he’d hoped.

“Eh? I
dinkyou beed forboolade? Vark’s that’s supposed to mean?
Ben-mate?”

“No idea.”

Panjalgernon
sighed. “Formulate, formulate, not formicate!”

Arlock stood
there blinking and shaking his head. “Forboolade forboolade nod
forbicade? Bollocks to this, I’m going for a walk before I go
‘round the bloody bend.”

“You’ll get
wet,” Ben announced from under his hat.

“Don’t bloody
care. Besides, got me new cloak bought back in Sen’ton and it fits
right well. See you later, if I don’t chuck meself in one o’ they
bloody wells to escape the Wibard ob Thnod yonder.”

And once he’d
donned the new and heavy cloak, Arlock dragged open the storehouse
door, paused and gazed at the rain teeming and splashing in deep
puddles outside, drew up his hood, and then heaved the door shut
behind him after stepping out into the deluge.

“Now I need a
pee,” Paj sighed, and sniffed again.

“I’m going for
a walk too,” Ben declared, and swung himself out of the
hammock.

“Thnod by
fold!” the big man protested, struggling to get out of his own
hammock, but Ben was already tugging his hat into place and
slinging his own cloak around his shoulders, and was outside in the
rain before Panjalgernon had extricated himself from the ropes of
his hanging bed.

 


In truth, the
rain was easing to a steady drizzle after that last heavy downpour,
and there were breaks in the clouds to the north. It was
mid-afternoon, October 31st, and as Arlock had grumbled,
six days had passed since their arrival in Fourwells.

Ben spotted the
forge-man’s immense form striding into an alley between two huts,
and hurried after him. Sambal was heading for the wells out to the
north of the village, and though the master hunter didn’t really
think his friend intended to throw himself into one of the four
large cisterns, they had both been driven to distraction by
Panjalgernon’s suffering.

“You had enough
too then, Ben-mate?” Arlock grunted, stepping up onto the pedestal
through the columns of that curious circular stone plinth which
occupied the central space between the four wells.

“He was trying
to get up to go for a pee.”

“Aye, difficult
not to laugh when he’s trying to get in or out o’ that hammock.
This cloak’s bloody marvellous, look! Not a single place where rain
can get in, not like the last manky effort I had. Finally found a
cloak as fits me frame. Happy days.”

Benmelo
snorted, and shook his head. “Simple things…”

“Bog off.”

“It’s not
really Paj’s fault he caught a cold. And he is on the mend. Another
day or two and we should be able to head south.”

“Thirty miles,
you said, to Peakpuddle?”

“Aye.”

“Do that in
half a day easy, we put our minds to it.”

“True.”

“You worried,
Ben-mate? Only none of us have been there afore, and from what that
fellah Finn told us, that peak is high, and only the one road up
it. With a Bandiwiz at the top… well that’d be a hard road to
travel. Worse than the Eyrie, I reckon. I shan’t be able to chuck
piglets up from the bottom like last time.”

“We’ll worry
about it when we get there. Quarlo Bregg might’ve come down by now.
Unless he can train the Shaded Griffelax to carry food up to him,
he’ll starve.”

“Ooh good
point, hadn’t thought of that.”

“And the Griff
can’t carry much of a load. Just birds, maybe.”

“Wildcats with
wings, and now with the smokes in ‘em. Not seen cats carry much in
their gobs aside rats, mice and small birdies.”

“A powerful
young adult Griff might lift a full-grown goose perhaps, but there
won’t be any of those in or around Peakpuddle. At least I don’t
think there will be, I’m not sure.”

“Geese are
quite big. Heard them Griff can carry off wee lambs too.”

“New-born
lambs, maybe. We’ll worry about it when we get there.”

“I doubt even
then you’ll worry, Ben-mate. You’re not the worrying type. You’ve
been quiet of late though. Can’t decide whether it’s that business
with killing the boatman, Osmund, or the things the dead Shreev
told you in her letter. I’d ask sir Paj for his opinion, but with
the lurgy he’s got, I can’t bloody understand half o’ what comes
out o’ his mouth. And what comes out the rest of him lately don’t
bear thinking about neither.”

“Killing Osmund
has troubled my dreams. I know I must adapt to the ways of the
fifth and I know I did right, not just for Old Man Stimson, but
also for the rest of the rings. If Osmund had made it to Peakpuddle
with his iron chain, and told the Bandavinor about iron protecting
them from Elleese…”

“You done right
by natural law, Benmelo. And I know it disturbs you. But Osmund
were no different from them types you already met on the
Northbridge, and later at the ring of stones. No different at all,
and maybe even worse for his dealing with the Bandis.”

 “Janner and his gang at Northbridge. And Binro
and his brigands at the Avensource Carmbech. They tried to kill me,
and bloody would’ve done too if they hadn’t perished in the
attempts. Osmund was different though. Osmund didn’t try to kill
me.”

“Same could be
said for that Bandi, Sargon Teel. He didn’t try to kill you
straight off, though aye he may have tried to when we got him close
to Sen’ton. Don’t see you being too disturbed by the wizard’s going
bang on the north road.”

“Elleese did
that, not me.”

“In a pig’s
eye! It were us dragged him kicking and screaming into the town,
knowing full well he’d go bang or get et by the road or something.
Way I see it, though I know it likely don’t help your dreams any,
weren’t no difference between Osmund and Sargon Teel. Not really.
And no difference between them and those two gangs o’ brigands
either. It was poor folks as suffered by all their hands.”

“I suppose
that’s true, too.”

“Aye it is.
Though as for what that Shreev told you in her letter, don’t reckon
I can help you with that. And I do reckon it’s what’s seen you so
quiet since we got here.”

“I’ve been
trying to understand what it all means, Sambal.”

“From what you
said, seems pretty clear even to a dullard like me.”

“You’re no
dullard. No-one who masters the lore of his guild is a
dullard.”

“Aye well…”

“No, don’t give
me that ‘just plain Arlock’ nonsense. Just because your name is
taken off the rolls doesn’t mean you instantly forget all your
learning. Tarkin in his hut yonder used all he learned from Ebert
of my own guild to benefit the folk living here. I’ve no doubt at
all that it was him who thought to raise crops of mushrooms from
the damp soil hereabouts, and showed them how it might be done. He
might not have earned the Green Blade as I did, but you don’t
forget the lessons learned trying for it along the way.”

“And all that’s
as may be, Benmelo. But me and Paj, and him in spite of the lurgy,
we seen the worry growing in you, and it disturbs us, Ben-mate. We
ain’t used to seeing such things as worry in your eyes. You’re not
the worrying kind.”

Benmelo sighed,
and drew his cloak tighter in spite of the fact that the rain had
subsided to something of a swirling mist. It was true. He had been
a little anxious of late, and had spent days and nights trying to
see what the future might hold, having read the words of the past
written by Tarla Sebateen.

“See, now you
gone all quiet, which is like I said, and not like you at all.”

“Sorry. I just…
I can’t help wondering, even though I’m meant to stay grounded in
the here and now. Before, when Paj and I crossed the Sixth
Concentric with Misheera and her brother, and Tharrin Callardson, I
couldn’t understand why Misheera always seemed so angry with me.
Even when I took the Six-tick from her leg, she seemed outraged
just for my being close to her. Now I think I know why.”

“Why? If’n you
don’t mind me asking?”

“She knew. I
think she knew from that very first time when an Urlakken’s black
fire went straight through me. Knew that I was the Kalmandarath
spoken of in Glading prophecies.”

“But why would
that make her angry?”

“Because she’s
of the Kaldisserai. A Glading mystic.”

“One o’ they
witchy-Gladings.”

“Yes. And I am
the beginning of the end of all magicks in the land. I’ve let the
cat out of the bag about iron, and there’s no putting it back.
There’s you and Paj making those Bandi-oliers of yours, old mooring
chain, iron links, draped across your back, chest and shoulders to
protect against a wizard’s lights and fires. You’re carrying
piglets of iron in your pockets for protection and as weapons
against the Bandavinor. The price of iron is going up in leaps and
bounds and it won’t be long before everyone in every ring knows
that iron will protect them from the fear girdling the hub. All
because of me.”

“And you think
that made the missy Glading angry?”

“Yes. Don’t you
see, Arlock? When iron is everywhere, there won’t be any magicks
left. Not even in the Glading forests. No Kaldisserai. No
Serrameth. No wizards, no Shreevs, no witches or warlocks and maybe
even no sorcerers. Do you think all those mystics will thank me for
robbing them of their magicks?”

“By the
Barre…”

“Maybe the only
place they’ll be able to wield any power or influence will be out
there, beyond the Sixth Concentric. Out in the seventh wilds. But
even then, who knows how long it’ll last before iron marches up
from Orefield Head, and the roves learn again of its use against
the likes of Bay’ah Shahtan. And that’s assuming Taylee hasn’t
already spread the word of the salting of the Carmbechs with iron,
and why iron spears were so effective against the Gorremath.”

“By the
Barre…”

“You just said
that.”

“I know but…
but by the Barre, Benmelo, d’you know what that means?”

“Yes, I think
so. But tell me anyway.”

“It means
you’re like to have enemies behind as well as ahead. Not just the
Bandis, but every stick-wigglin’, pot-stirring, beard-mumbling
mystic chantsmith from here in to the hub! Aye and even them
spellbinders without beards or sticks too!”

Benmelo tensed
against the shudder which threatened to take possession of his
spine.

“I know,
Sambal. I think that’s why Myko Banf told me I’d be safer in the
fifth than in any town of the fourth ring. I think he sees threats
far more clearly than the three of us put together.”

“Aye, Myko’s
used to threats and looking out for ‘em. What will you do?”

“What we came
out here to do. Sweep the fifth. Seek out and destroy the
Bandavinor. There’s nothing I can do now to stop word of iron’s
power spreading through the rings the way the mist-light of Elleese
seeped out from Nerrenglade and the other Glading forests. Nor is
there anything I can do if mystics seek to take revenge upon me for
whatever waits in the future. I just have to try to remain in the
here, and in the now, and deal with whatever might come my way when
it comes.”

There was a
pause then, the two men eyeing the wells, droplets of rain breaking
the surface of the waters in them, lending a dull grey aspect to
the place with their broken reflections of the leaden sky over
head. From the village they heard sounds of movement, more and more
people slowly venturing outdoors after the downpour.

“You ever give
any thought to what you’ll do after, Benmelo?”

“After
what?”

“After all them
Bandis is done for.”

The master
hunter blinked, and canted his head a little, droplets of water
falling from the brim of his hat.

“Take that as a
no, then, shall I?”

“I’d always
thought to find my own domain, somewhere in the fourth. I don’t
know that I’ll be able to do that now.”

“On account o’
the things the Shreev wrote?”

“Yes.”

Arlock nodded,
his bushy red eyebrows twitching. Now that the rain had stopped, he
shoved back the hood of his cloak, and gave a gentle sigh.

“What about
you, Sambal? Have you given any thought to what you might do when
the rings no longer need blue hunters?”

“Aye, I have.
Some. Ain’t fixed it in my mind or anything, but do have me a
glimmer of a summink to look forward to.”

“Does it
involve ale, and warm beds with warm things in them?”

“Heh, nah, I
dunno. Thought… thought I might go with sir Paj when he leaves to
find his missy rover. Thought I might find me a place out there in
the wilds, place with enough trees fer charcoal, where I can set up
my own little smithy. New land, new start. Got no guilds out there,
got no rolls nor clerks in the hub to maintain ‘em. Thought I’d
trade, like. A few arrowheads, maybe braziers for cooking, pins and
needles and such as them roving folk might give a goat or summink
else for. You know?”

“Aye. Though
where would you get the iron from?”

“Orefield Head,
same as everyone else.”

“You do know
that the price of iron will soon become so high that they’ll likely
need an army to guard it all out there at the Head?”

Arlock sniffed.
“Aye, true. And if that’s so, then I’ll have to find it meself.
Shouldn’t be too difficult, dint you just say a fellah don’t ferget
all his learnings, even though his name might be struck off them
rolls in the hub?”

“I did.”

“Well then, you
shouldn’t be too surprised if a certain fellah standing not a
thousand leagues away from you might not have paid close attention
to stories told by a certain thnod-drenched bloke o’ the fifth,”
and here Arlock tapped the side of his nose. “Specially when sir
Thnod-Bucket described a certain valley in the seventh wilds at the
end of which stood three hills, one of ‘em tall and pointy.”

Benmelo
frowned. “Pointy Hill and its Carmbech? I don’t see how that fits
in with your future plans.”

“Good. Maybe
no-one else will too, and I’d be very much obliged, Ben-mate, if
you breathed not a word of it, not even to sir Paj. If not for my
sake, then for the missy rover’s and her people’s.”

“Fair enough. I
still don’t see how Pointy Hill valley might figure so prominently
in your future plans, Sambal.”

“You don’t
remember the valley then?”

“Of course I
do.”

“There y’are
then. Sir Paj described it right well, too, and showed me it marked
on his map. Think on it some more, but take yer time. I ain’t in no
rush to go back and find Fat Sir Blue netted like a whale in his
hammock, again.”

Benmelo cast
his mind back to the silbureen, so named by Taylee of the
Caravellan people. The valley behind it had appeared to Ben as
though some ancient giant armed with a trowel had scraped a vast
gouge in the land, leaving behind a long trench which became
progressively shallower towards the flatter, lower plains to the
north.

At the time,
the master hunter’s instinct, and perhaps also his experience of
seeing the marks left in soft soil by an arrow or a stone from his
sling, told him that it was far more likely that in ancient times
some vast rock had left the signs of its demise here. A falling
star, perhaps, skimming in low from the north, and coming to rest,
throwing up the hills before it, and leaving the gouge of its
journey behind…

“Fallstar!” he
gasped. “You think there’s fallstar to be found there!”

“Or pure iron.
And now you know why I reckon it’s best we not speak of it again,
lest others take it into their heads to go out into them wilds and
start digging the whole bloody place up. Wouldn’t want to see that
land all torn and chewed and spat out like the Head now, would
we?”

“No. No indeed.
But Sambal… no, it can’t be pure iron there, not so close to the
Carmbech where we met Taylee and Orrin. It would’ve buggered the
power of the stones, and an Urlakken came through there when we
built a bonfire in the ring.”

“Good point,
well made, fair do. Fallstar then, since they Urlakkens carry such
rods with ‘em into them stones and to no ill effect.”

Benmelo nodded.
“You’ve reminded me that there must be more to the making of an
Urlakken than a demon-hole and a wizard. You’ve reminded me that we
still don’t know where those mystic weapons are made, or by
whom.”

“Reckon that’s
a question for after Piddlepeak.”

“True. Though
it’ll give me something to think about while Paj is wringing his
disgusting hankies out.”

“You’ll
remember about that Pointy Hill though, Ben-mate? You’ll remember
to say not a word about it?”

“Aye, Sambal, I
shall. I’ve seen the craters of Orefield for myself. I’d not wish
that on the gentle lands beyond the sixth ring. I’d not wish that
on any lands at all.”

“Then best we
hope them in Nerrenglade kept a good store of iron against
emergencies, lest folk in the rings get the idea of diggin’ up
their gardens looking for protection against demons and
Shades.”

“I don’t think
it’ll come to that, not while the fourth ring seals hold.”

“Dint that
Shreev say they was all still crumbling?”

“Bolstered by
the power of Elleese. I… I think she meant that the seals in the
fifth, south, were crumbling. Like the seal-stone on the hill where
Paj used to live, and like the stone near the demon-hole in
Avensource.”

“And like that
great big statue collecting pigeon-shit in Sennenglade?”

“Aye, like
that.”

“Well then, I
reckon any such seal built into the spire at Peakpiddle’s busted
too. Must be, if that Bandibastard Quarlo Bregg’s taken to living
up there.”

“I think
there’s more to Peakpuddle than meets the eye, Sambal. Finn
described the rim of the peak girdled by great stone blocks, all
carved with mystic symbols. None of the other seal-stones I’ve seen
were like that. I think all the other seal-stones were carved on
the inside, somehow.”

“Spose we’ll
find out when we get there. Only, in spite of our new Bandi-oliers,
me and sir Paj would appreciate it if you went up ahead of us.”

“Why? If the
wizard looses black fire on me it’ll probably just go straight
through and into anyone stood behind me.”

Arlock blinked.
“Kaksticks. See, now that’s just another reason why I leaves the
thinking to them as can.”

 


oOo


2. Rain
Tonight

 


“There’s more
rain on the way,” Ben announced a little later in the day,
returning to their temporary quarters after speaking with the
witch-healer. “Linnith borrowed the healing tincture for the last
time, she said. Iyanna is out of danger now, and the half-bottle of
powder along with the witch-healer’s own medicines will see the
poor girl back on her feet, eventually. We can leave now.”

“Aye that’s
good news, Ben-mate! Glad for the wee lass. We still got to wait
for sir Thnod to stop leaking though, aye?”

Ben eyed them
both, Arlock seated on an ancient barrel, his weight straining its
staves and copper hoops, Panjalgernon lying in his hammock looking
thoroughly miserable, and both of them holding steaming beakers of
mushroom soup made for them by one of the villagers.

“He’s got that
look in his eyes,” Paj managed.

“True,” Arlock
agreed. “E as god dad loog ibis ibes. Oo god dad loog ib or
ibes, Ben-mate. You’re thinking of buggering off alone!”

The master
hunter nodded. “You said yourself, Sambal, we can make Peakpuddle
in half a day if we put our minds to it. I certainly could on my
own, with Ladyloon.”

“And what about
me? I’m sposed to sit on my arse here babysitting Thir Thnoddy
while you’re out there on yer ownsome? That’s not only unfair,
that’s bloody daft!”

“No, it’s not,
not really. Griffelax don’t fly in the rain. Even Shaded ones will
seek shelter from it. Or should do.”

“So?”

“So I can get
close enough to spy out the land there without being spotted by
Shaded eyeballs in the sky or attacked on the open plains by an
entire pack of them. When Finn and Iyanna escaped from Peakpuddle,
the Griff sentry attacked them near the hills fifteen miles out
from the spire. I hope to get a lot closer than that, while the
rain keeps the Griff-shades grounded.”

“And what
happens if you don’t come back, eh? What happens if it stops
raining and you have to hide under a bloody bush or something,
eh?”

Ben could see
the sudden alarm sweeping through his friends, and then
Panjalgernon began struggling to get out of the hammock, the
conversation too serious to be had lying down. But for the depths
of his anxiety, Arlock would’ve laughed, as they both so often had
at Paj’s attempts to free himself from the ropes of the hanging
bed. Instead, with a sigh, the immense forge-man stood, put down
his mug of steaming soup, and walked over to the roof post.

“Stop yer
struggling, Thnoddy! By the Barre, yer like a fish landed in a net.
Stop I said!”

And with that,
Sambal grasped the rope at the foot end of the hammock, and
casually lifted it off the hook in the roof-post, lowering it to
the ground so Panjalgernon could clumsily gain his feet without
spilling the dregs of his soup.

“I don’t know
why you two are so worried. It’s not like I’m abandoning you both
to your fate and riding off to fabled lands. I’m simply taking
advantage of the weather to get a look at Peakpuddle before we have
to go there.”

“Yer going
alone, with a Bandiwiz and ten Griffy-smokes waiting atop the Peak
o’ the Piddle, and all of ‘em alert for sight or signs of anyone
approaching.”

“Nine
Griffy-smokes. Don’t forget Finn cut one of them in half with his
shovel.”

“Arlock’s
right, Ben. Don’t be daft. I don’t feel too bad now, we’ll go with
you.”

“That might
have been almost plausible if you hadn’t been holding a sodden rag
to your nose while you mumbled the words in that thnoddy language
of yours, Paj. You’re not fit to travel, and a night in the rain
now would probably see you laid up for another week.”

“He’s right
though, Ben-mate. It’s daft of you to go out alone.”

“Why? What’s
the matter with the two of you? Half a dozen days in Fourwells and
you’ve forgotten Avensource and the Shadesmith Esgaran already?
Don’t you remember how the two of you hunted Shades together there,
while I crossed the blight alone in search of the demon-hole? Don’t
you remember how later on, the two of you crossed the blight
together, on foot, and survived to find that demon-hole and helped
to destroy the Karsht-infested bastard of the Bandavinor? Don’t you
understand just how much of an achievement that was, the two of you
hunting and killing Shades and crossing the blight without me?”

Arlock blinked,
and eyed Panjalgernon, who shrugged and returned a rather bashful
look.

“We had the
invunnables, and it were the bird pointed the way to them Shades.
Not much of a feat, if’n you ask me. Not like going alone into a
demon-hole like you did.”

“And like the
two of you did, using nothing but burning pine-cones to light the
way. And both of you dreading that deep dark as much as me. Think
about what you’ve both achieved, on your own and together. You,
Paj, traipsing alone from Stonehill Shade clear to Nerrenglade to
petition for Blue Hunters, standing tall before the Council there,
standing up to them all for the sake of your people, none of whom,
I might add, had the courage to go with you.

“And you,
Sambal, going hand-to-hand against an Urlakken when chaos first
came to call at Orefield Head, and getting through the Middlinn,
and all the way up the north road into the seventh, past a
Glading-shade armed with a thregat, too. Neither of you needed me
for all those things.”

“Them things
was different,” Arlock sighed.

“No, they
really weren’t. Somehow, you’ve convinced yourselves that you can’t
do anything without me. It’s not true. It’s never been true.”

“Wolves
would’ve killed me and Arlock without you being there, Ben.”

“Aye good
point, Thnoddy! He’s got a point there, Ben-mate, and you know
it.”

“Conveniently
forgetting the fact that I led you both into that mess in the first
place. The real point is, you keep underestimating your own
strengths, and overestimating mine.”

Benmelo checked
his pack, tightening straps here and there, satisfying himself that
he still had everything, and everything in its place.

“The real point
is,” Arlock announced quietly while Benmelo shrugged his pack into
place, “You keep forgetting how shite we two really is at all
this.”

“Arlock’s
right, Ben. Any old idiot can traipse around the fifth peering
through a crystal for Shades. But it’s not just Shades that’s the
worry now, is it?”

“Another bloody
good point, sir Paj. And us two not knowing a wiz from a wee-wee
and needing these bloody chains draped across our chests against
them lights and fires. That boatman, Osmund? When you stood there
by the river and told us exactly what he’d done, where he’d slept,
where he’d fell, where’d he’d took a dump… all me and sir Paj could
see was some flattened grass and weeds. We’re shite at everything
‘cept trudging along looking through these dangly
Shade-peepers.”

“Well then,”
Ben declared with a slight smile, “All the more reason to leave you
behind while I go out scouting, you both being so shite at
everything after all.”

“You’re leaving
now!” Paj spluttered, “It’s not raining again yet!”

“According to
Linnith and Hardin, the rain will sweep back in from the north
later tonight. If I leave now, I can be in the hills close to where
Finn killed the Griff-shade in a couple of hours, three at the
most. Just in time for sunset, if I’m lucky. When it starts to
rain, I can move on from there under cover of darkness, and see
what’s what.”

“I still agree
with sir Paj. It’s daft. I could go with you, he’d be all right
here on his own, wouldn’t you, Paj-mate?”

“Oh that’s
right, bog off and leave me alone!”

“I wouldn’t be
leebing oo alobe would I, not in a village full of folk o’
the fifth!”

“I’m going
alobe,” Ben declared. “Honestly, Sambal, earlier this
afternoon you were moaning about my not having a plan. Now that I’m
going scouting to see what’s what and to forboolade a plan,
you’re moaning again.”

“An’ I still
don’t know what the vark forboolade means,” Arlock muttered. “It’s
all your bloody fault, Thnoddy.”

“Id nod by
fold!” Paj complained miserably.

“I’ll be back
tomorrow, probably. If not, then maybe the day after. Don’t panic
if I’m late, and don’t come rushing out after me. I don’t want to
have to worry about what’s behind me while I’m creeping up on
Peakpuddle. I mean it, Sambal.”

“Aye, all
right, fair do, but don’t expect me and sir Paj to wait forever.
Soon as he’s proper fit for travelling, if you ain’t back, then
we’re coming after you.”

“Fair do,” Ben
agreed, swinging his cloak into place so it covered his backpack.
“Sambal, keep an eye on Mule and the horses. Krokok will stay here
with them and the two of you. I hope.”

 


There’d been
little else to do and no further preparations needed before leaving
Fourwells behind him, and many were the pairs of eyes that watched
him trotting out of the western end of the village on Ladyloon
before he turned almost due south. The mare had enjoyed almost a
week of musical entertainment in the poor fifth-ring settlement,
and in spite of the rain earlier, was in exuberant mood. She
stepped quickly up to the canter, the end of her Glading cord
‘reins’ clamped in her teeth, nostrils flaring, happy to run again,
after what for the animals had been something of a holiday.

In truth,
Benmelo was happy too; happy to be out in the wilds again, happy to
be away from people, and most of all, though he felt a little
guilty about it, happy to be away from Panjalgernon’s sneezing,
sniffles, coughs and snuffles. The storehouse where they’d been
billeted was filled with winter supplies, and sharing such close
confines with a man suffering through a lingering autumn cold had
grated on Ben’s nerves as much as it had on Sambal Arlock’s.

Now, though,
the master hunter was out in the wilds of the fifth once more,
Ladyloon’s breath beginning to snort in time with the beating of
her hooves, the air fresh and clean, though a little damp. Out
here, he could breathe deeply, and throw his senses wide.

He’d told the
truth when he’d asserted that he’d formulated no plan for the
destruction of Quarlo Bregg, corrupt wizard of the Bandavinor, once
of the First Concentric. The words of Osmund, once a boatman of
Sennenton, once a servant of the Bandavinor, came floating back to
the master hunter on the breezes of recent memory.

You can’t kill
me! I’m protected! Quarlo Bregg protects me! See! See!

Osmund had torn
open his shirt, and dragged a medallion from around his neck, a
thin coin which bore a likeness, perhaps of the wizard, and strange
symbols.

Quarlo Bregg!
Quarlo Bregg! Wizard o’ the hub’s first ring! He protects me! Kill
me and he’ll seek you out and tear you to pieces with his mystic
claws!

The reference
to mystic claws had, at the time, raised the hackles on the back of
Ben’s neck, prompting as it had the memory of his childhood
encounter with a mad wildcat, and the suffering of wounds similar
to those now endured by Iyanna back in the witch-healer’s hut in
Fourwells. Ben had pondered those words often over the past six
days; wizards were renowned for their lights and fires, yet the
threat uttered by the boatman had been specific, and strangely so
for a man who’d likely spent his entire life fishing on a small
stretch of the River Sennen. What would a humble fourth-ring
boatman know of such things as ‘mystic claws’, unless a wizard
himself had uttered such a threat?

Benmelo had
imagined the scene, the corrupt wizard Quarlo Bregg handing the
medallion to Osmund in some dark and squalid meeting-place, and
saying Betray me but once and I shall tear you to pieces with my
mystic claws!

It was
plausible. It was also a strange turn of phrase for a breed of
mystics who were far more likely, in Ben’s experience anyway, to
have threatened a malefactor with death by immolation at the end of
a long stick.

And now Quarlo
Bregg had nine Shaded Griffelax and their rather more common and
familiar claws at his beck and call. Whether the wizard once of the
first ring had usurped Esgaran’s command of the Shades within those
Griffelax, or had assumed ownership of them after the Shadesmith
had been destroyed, Ben neither knew nor particularly cared. In the
here and the now, the nine blighted mutations of the Sixth
Concentric answered to Quarlo Bregg, and that was that.

The only real
question left to be answered was the really rather simple one Ben
hadn’t mentioned to Arlock or Panjalgernon; would Shaded Griffelax
fly in the rain, even though a normal Griffelax would not? He’d
told Arlock that even Griff-shades would shelter from the rain.
Alas, the master hunter didn’t know it for a fact. Would the
Bandavinor wizard set other mystic watchmen on patrol, if the
Griffelax were grounded?

What was it
Rickerd Erlson had said of the Bandavinor, back in North
Turreton?

 It’s not all bad news, master hunter. Theirs
is all the panic, fear and flight. They’ve run for their lives and
are now very far from the comforts to which they’ve long been
accustomed. Unless they made provision for such emergencies,
they’ll be out there with nought but their horses, their sticks,
and the clothes on their backs.

Well, yes,
Sargon Teel had been found in the Deadwood hills with nothing but
his stick and the clothes he was wearing. Doubtless Quarlo Bregg
had arrived in Peakpuddle similarly destitute. But there was
something else Rickerd had said too, offered by way of reassurance
at the time:

Yes, if the
Bandavinor are allowed to regroup, to muster their forces, build an
army, then we’re all in deep, deep trouble. But that’s not likely
to happen in the next days, weeks, or possibly even months. The
first thing each of those bastards will be concerned with is their
own survival.

At the time,
Ben had envisaged terrified wizards struggling to find food and
water, on their hands and knees digging for both with their bare
hands, or hopelessly blasting at birds and animals with their long
sticks. Quarlo Bregg, on the other hand, now had nine Shaded Griff
under his command, and an entire fifth ring village held in thrall
and to be used according to the wizard’s whims. Was there more than
simple panic to Quarlo Bregg’s flight? Had the wizard actually
considered that the grand Bandavinor plan might fail, and made some
kind of preparations for failure?

Benmelo
suddenly felt unease stirring in the pit of his stomach, and
another thought flashed through his mind: how had Osmund, boatman
of Sennenton, known that Quarlo Bregg was in Peakpuddle? Had the
riverman ferried the wizard to the very spot where his boat had
been deliberately run aground near Sennenglade? Would the wizard
have survived the power of Elleese so close to that Glading
forest?

Well. It didn’t
matter. No amount of second-guessing history would change the here
and now, and in the here and now, Quarlo Bregg was in Peakpuddle,
with nine Shaded Griffelax to enforce his will.

Smokes in
the Griff, Arlock had mumbled quietly and often over the past
six days. As if smokes in the wolves hadn’t been bad enough.
Smokes in the Griff. And Panjalgernon had replied equally as
often, farkin’ pigginell.
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3.
Night-soil

 


Ben made
himself as comfortable as he could atop the southernmost of the low
hills to be found almost exactly mid way between Fourwells and
Peakpuddle. He’d hoped to find a copse of tall trees on the crown
of the hill for shelter, but alas, windblown shrubs were the only
cover to be found up there. The sun hadn’t quite set by the time he
arrived, so the master hunter was able to make a cursory
examination of the place, satisfying himself that Griffelax hadn’t
made temporary lodgings on the summit; it was something of a relief
to find they hadn’t.

There
were a few signs of occupation to be found though, but all
of them without doubt antique. Several wooden posts rotting in the
ground, nothing more than weed-shrouded stumps now, and curiously,
a few large weed- and moss-covered stones which might once have
been shaped by tools other than nature’s own. But nobody had been
here in a long time, or if they had, they’d left no trace of their
passing through.

When dusk fell,
Benmelo took Ladyloon aside to give her a stern talking to, warning
her that they were to travel through the night’s rain to a
dangerous place, where those nasty winged claws roamed… but the
sight of the mare staring back at him, ears pricked and the Glading
cord clamped in her teeth, had seen the young man suddenly snorting
with laughter at himself and at his loyal Hurna’s friend. He’d
started humming a tune for her instead, a spritely two-step to
match the sudden lightening of his mood.

After that,
Ladyloon grazed and foraged, and Ben wrapped himself in his cloak,
sitting on his waterproof poncho, dozing, and waiting for the rain
promised by the witch-healer and the headman in Fourwells. It was
distinctly chilly, though perhaps warmer than it might otherwise
have been thanks to the heavy overcast. After all, tomorrow’s sun
would rise on the first day of November; winter was well on the
way.

 


It started
raining about two hours before midnight, or so Ben judged.
Wordlessly, though humming softly under his breath, the master
hunter stood, rolled and tied his poncho to its designated straps
on his backpack, and set off on foot down the slope with the mare
following close behind. It was a sensible precaution; there’d been
those large stones on the crown of the hill, and there might be
more waiting for unwary feet or hooves, hidden by weeds on the
slope on the way down to level ground.

There, at the
foot of the hill, Ben mounted, adjusted his hat and cloak, and they
set off. One thing about the Fifth Concentric, the ground was
scrubby and for the most part even, with only occasional stands of
brushwood and blisters of thornbush to be navigated. And, after the
demon-hole in Avensource, even night-time in the rains on the brink
of November seemed bright to Ben’s eyes.

Ladyloon kept
to a steady trot, trusting to Benmelo’s senses as well as her own,
though occasionally, whenever low clumps of gnarly shrubbery
proliferated, Ben dismounted and ran ahead of her, leading her
through such tricky and shadowy patches before mounting again. And
all the while, the master hunter’s ears almost screamed, so
intently was he listening for the sound of wings in the night. None
came.

 


The spire of
rock which gave Peakpuddle the first part of its name was bigger
than Ham’s Spike, that rocky volcanic plug in the fourth ring west,
which Ben had climbed in August rain to destroy Griffelax nesting
there above the village of Garns Ham. Peakpuddle’s spire was
taller, and wider of girth; he could tell that from a couple
of miles away, as soon as its silhouette first became apparent
through the teeming rain. It would be easier to climb though, given
that a proper spiralling path had been cut from its base to its
summit, a path described in detail by Finn, who’d lived all the
days of his life there until recently.

It was an hour
past midnight, or thereabouts, the rain still falling, and Benmelo
marked the first day of November on his calendar-string, taking
care with gloved fingers made slick by the downpour not to drop the
simple device. Once he’d put the string safely away, he dismounted,
and moved forward towards the distant village on foot, Ladyloon
following.

This, Ben knew,
was the time of greatest danger. If the Shaded Griff atop the spike
were out in the rain, they could look down from their lofty vantage
and possibly observe a horse and rider approaching. The Griff’s
eyes were good, made for hunting at night, like all cats. But like
all cats, they had no affinity for rain.

And yet, the
nine Griffelax in Peakpuddle, if nine there still were, had been
Shaded. Would they still hunt at night? Would they attack a horse,
or were they now well-fed on wild hare and whatever livestock the
people of the village might possess? Tarla Sebateen had said of
Shades: Into a new body they seep and ooze and crawl, a vestige
of memory seeking to reclaim the life and warmth they once knew,
but always, always yielding to the commands of their dark
maker.

What would
Quarlo Bregg have commanded? Keep people out, or keep people in?
Iyanna’s misery back in Fourwells and Finn’s tales of what’d
happened in Peakpuddle suggested the latter. The Griffelax weren’t
Griffelax any more, just as Jeb Baker had lost his identity in
Stonehill Shade once infested, just as Arlock’s mates back at
Orefield Head hadn’t been Arlock’s mates any more when they’d
attacked.

And had not
Finn himself told the three blue hunters about the Shaded Griffelax
of Peakpuddle? He had…

After we heard
of Shaded wolves we saw the Griff change. No longer did they hunt
in the pack, no longer did they sleep in the day and hunt at night.
No longer did they do anything they should do. They circled the
town. They’d come in, and sit atop a dwelling or a storehouse, and
watch, and began to prevent folk from leaving. It seemed to us-all,
they were learning. Learning what they could do. And learning about
us.

With an arrow
nocked to the well-waxed new string fitted to his new master-made
bow, Benmelo took the last mile to the outskirts of Peakpuddle at a
cautious pace, his movement fluid, moving like water, while water
pooled in puddles and the teeming rain made the brim of his hat
dance.

The ground
around him seemed to change, subtly at first, becoming well
watered, grasses growing lush, shrubs rising taller. Finn had said
there was something of a shallow lake in a rocky basin stretching
out towards the sixth ring on the north-western side of the spire,
and that was the ‘puddle’ which gave the place the second part of
its name. Enough water for plants other than brushwoods to grow.
Enough for crops of beans, most years anyway.

Benmelo left
Ladyloon behind one of the taller blisters of thornbush, and was
fairly confident that the mare had understood from his manner and
tone if not from the words themselves that she should remain
there.

After that, it
was simply a matter of picking his way through oddly-shaped patches
of cultivated land, some no bigger than a few yards across, where
crops of beans and brassicas were grown on the north-eastern side
of town. And it was more of a town than a village, for the
fifth ring anyway, being at least three times the size of
Fourwells. It occurred to Ben that the rockier ground which formed
the convoluted paths between those irregular expanses of softer,
arable soil might be the remnants of a pitted and ancient volcanic
landscape, crops growing in soil which had filled the hollows down
through countless centuries.

But it mattered
not. What mattered most was studying the layout of the place while
the rain still beat a tattoo on his head through the soft green
felt of his hat.

No lights, and
why should there be? It was the dead of night after all, and
fifth-ring settlements, even those which sported wells or shallow
lakes and grew crops of nutritious beans, had no oil to waste on
lamplight when all were abed.

Would there be
watchmen, or would the wizard now place his trust in his winged
guardsmen? Ben had about six hours before the sun rose, at which
time the chances were that the folk of Peakpuddle would rise too.
They’d then go about their business under the watchful eyes of the
wizard, and his Griff-shades looking down on them from on high, or
perhaps even from there within their midst. Finding the precise
location of both the wizard and his winged servants was one of the
principle reasons for Benmelo squatting on his haunches in the
rain, peering out from under the brim of his sopping hat.

There were
really only two places the wizard could be. Atop the spire, or in
the town. It made no sense for the wizard to remain atop the spire,
at least not from what Finn had told them was to be found up there;
a simple three-sided stone-built shelter, a pond, and a curious
wizard-made ring of stone cubes, all of which made for no comfort
at all.

True, Quarlo
Bregg had probably hurled all the old Griffelax skulls over the
edge of the spire, so that his winged gaolers might find a high
look-out post from which to gaze down upon their prisoners, but
would the wizard himself endure such high bleak surrounds in this
wet and windy season, when he might commandeer for himself the most
luxurious of the poor dwellings in the town?

Benmelo felt a
sudden shiver race up his spine, and he drew his cloak tighter,
eyeing the shadowy, angular shapes of dwellings and storehouses
perhaps three hundred yards from him. Not very long ago, in
Northbrush, the Bandavinor wizard Esgaran, Shadesmith sorcerer of
Avensource, had enslaved all but one of the villagers with a simple
swish of his stick, according to Arlock’s description
anyway. That swish had left everyone blinded save Grady
Barrowman, the headman, until the stick had been broken.

Well, there
were a lot more people here in Peakpuddle than there’d been in the
broom heath brushwoods in the northwest fifth. Besides, it was
entirely possible that at first, on his arrival in the town, Quarlo
Bregg like Sargon Teel had believed the only way to avoid the
threat of Elleese was to go up...

Perhaps the
Bandavinor believed the mist-light behaved like a true mist, and
clung to the ground? Sargon Teel had chosen to hide from the
mist-light in the ruins of the Tertulian watchtower atop the
highest of the Deadwood hills, and here, Quarlo Bregg had promptly
taken himself up to the top of Peakpuddle’s spire; perhaps using
the presence of Griffelax as an excuse for so doing, or
deliberately going up there with the intention of taking control of
them.

In any event,
it was entirely plausible that the Bandavinor traitor, in his haste
to achieve safety on high ground, had at first thought it dangerous
to use his staff against the poor folk of the town, lest by so
doing he draw the mist-light of Elleese to him and seal his own
fate.

Benmelo pulled
Hurna’s half-grip tighter about himself, and moved forwards,
stooping low, another hundred yards. The rain was dragging scents
and odours from the air down into the ground, effectively rendering
the master hunter’s nose useless in this hunt. It made approaching
closer to the dwellings that much more necessary. After settling
behind a rather small heap of piled dirt, the memory of teasing
Sambal Arlock for trying to hide behind a two-foot shrub almost had
Ben smiling at the irony of his squatting now behind a two-foot
pile of spoil from recent diggings, but the half-grip was too tight
for that.

Yet, Ben knew
as he settled and surveyed the scene from a fresh angle, the wizard
had been of the first ring, the rich and central land where dwelled
the nobles and high-born of the Six Concentrics. Quarlo Bregg was
no fool. He would have known that his Griff-shades would be immune
to the mist-light, and would have discovered for himself the lack
of readily available food to be had atop the spire. Once he’d taken
control of Peakpuddle with his Griffelax, he might have tested the
waters, so to speak, inching down the path winding around the
spire, a little at a time, his staff held tight, braced to run,
sniffing and prodding and feeling the way ahead for any sign of the
mist-light. And then, finding none, crept ever downwards, until
finally, safe again on level ground, deducing that the seals no
longer held in this quadrant of the Fifth Concentric.

But it was all
guesswork on Ben’s part and he knew it. It was one thing to predict
through years of knowledge and imparted wisdom how a creature of
nature might behave in a given set of circumstances. It was quite
another to attempt to deduce the actions of a Bandavinor wizard
who’d run in fear of his life, out from wherever he’d been living
in luxury when word had reached him that the golden sword of
Elleese had been returned to Nerrenglade. Perhaps Peakpuddle
represented the nearest sanctuary in a straight line from whatever
noble house in the first ring the wizard called home.

Perhaps. But
home for Quarlo Bregg, for now at least, was Peakpuddle. Not for
such a noble wizard as he, the bleak and windswept heights of a
broken seal-stone, certainly not if he’d discovered that the reach
of Elleese fell far short of this place. And that gave Benmelo
pause for thought. If he could pass around the town and find the
path up to the summit of the spire… if the master hunter could look
down upon the entirety of the town from up there…

No longer did
they hunt in the pack, no longer did they sleep in the day and hunt
at night. No longer did they do anything they should do.

So Finn had
said.

But no. Hunting
the wizard was not the purpose of this night’s work. Assessing,
observing, planning, that was what Benmelo had set out to do. What
if he did make the summit of the peak before sunrise? What if he
found nine Griff-shades patiently waiting for him, licking their
lips and languorously swishing their tails while he made the
ascent? What if he achieved the summit unmolested and the sun rose,
illuminating poor Ladyloon out there behind a shrub, and what if
some fifth ring child with a whistle-pipe struck up a tune and had
the music-mad mare galloping in…

No. Observe.
Assess. Return to Fourwells, hopefully entirely unnoticed by anyone
in the benighted town spread before him now. He needed to get
closer, and after spotting the puddles, the pathways, the small
shrubs and smaller outcrops of rock where he might find a little
cover, he set off again. It would take hours, he knew, to
circumnavigate the dwellings, to map the place in his mind well
enough to be able to make a rough sketch for Paj and Arlock to
grimace and suck their teeth at when they saw the scale of the
place. So be it. As long as it kept raining, he was in
business.

 


And it did take
hours, too, the master hunter at times approaching within fifty
yards of the nearest dwelling, close enough to have been able to
hear the snuffling and snoring of sleepers within had it not been
for the incessant rain and its drumming on his hat and on
rooftops.

Some of the
buildings in the middle of the town appeared darker than the
others, and after spending long minutes peering at them through an
alley, the master hunter deduced that these few might be made of
stone. There was enough of it about the place, probably rockfall
from the spire in days of yore, or boulders dragged in and cut and
shaped into rough blocks. Discovering stone-built dwellings out
here in the fifth hadn’t seemed at all probable, but then Ben of
course remembered Finn’s retelling of his friend Jonbo’s
description of the carved and graven blocks atop the spire. There’d
been stone aplenty for the making of those, at some point in
history.

And still,
during his circumnavigation of the town, Benmelo saw and heard not
a sign of the Griff-shades. Perhaps they were indeed huddled
together for warmth under their wings up there in the shelter atop
the spire. Or perhaps they were nestled under the eaves of
dwellings, or in storehouses, or even in whatever served now as
Quarlo Bregg’s dwelling.

Was the rain
slowing? A glance to the north showed nothing new, no patches of
starlight to indicate that the clouds were breaking. But yes, it
did seem that the intensity of the noise of rain teeming onto
wooden roofs of tight-woven brushwood had lessened slightly. Time
had passed unnoticed as it so often did when all senses were
engaged in a task. Time, Ben decided, to leave. He had to get back
to Ladyloon and out to the midway hills before the rain stopped,
the sun rose, and the Griff-shades took wing.

 


He was three
quarters of the way back to the north-eastern end of the town when
he saw a figure emerge from an alleyway between two dwellings. A
man, Ben judged, a man bent low, wrapped in a thin blanket perhaps,
creeping out of Peakpuddle and moving almost directly towards him.
The master hunter froze, and crouched, slow as ice melting,
bracing, and watching. His heart began to beat faster, and rain
dripped from the brim of his hat before his eyes. Had he been seen
by a watchman? Or was this fellow, now some eighty yards away and
closing, simply answering a call of nature in the early hours of
the morning?

No! The man was
slinking, skulking, creeping like a thief in the night! Through the
rain and the water dripping from his hat-brim, Ben could see a
little more detail, the man carrying a small bundle, tightly
wrapped under one arm. Food, perhaps, or belongings… was the fellow
taking the opportunity to escape the town under cover of rain?

Another
movement caught Benmelo’s eye, a shape moving silently on the flat
roof of a storehouse twenty yards behind and to the man’s left.
There was a loud hissing, ending in something of a high-pitched
wail, and another shape appeared atop another rooftop. Ben froze.
Griffelax, hissing and wailing. Not the behaviour of hunters lying
in ambush. The man had heard the dreadful hissing and wailing too,
and at first began to run towards Benmelo unseen in the dark, but
then turned to avoid a shallow but broad pit of night-soil barring
his way… that pit of filth was why Benmelo himself had taken a
route further out from the dwellings.

Wings spread,
the Griff-shades launched themselves from the rooftops, both of
them still hissing, doubtless in protest at having to venture out
into the rain to do their duty to their dark master… the unknown
fellow slipped in the mud while trying to clamber over a large
mound of spoil from where the night-soil pit had been dug out, and
he went down hard.

The Griffelax
landed, and sprinted on foot, bounding towards their stricken prey.
Ben took the tension in his bowstring, but a sudden thought struck
him through the half-grip, a thought which burned like a beacon in
the night… if he killed the Griff, then Quarlo Bregg would know
someone from outside Peakpuddle had crept into his domain! If he
loosed his shot and the man survived the second Griffelax, that man
at least would know that Benmelo had come…

But it was too
late now for action. With more cat-like wailing, the pair of Shaded
Griffelax fell upon the man struggling in the mud trying
desperately to regain his feet. It was futile. Four sets of claws
slashed furiously at the flesh of the man’s legs and buttocks,
tearing them open in a heartbeat, and almost at the very moment the
poor man screamed, the long canine teeth of the second Griff found
the neck and sank in, separating cervical vertebrae, breaking the
neck and clamping hard, strangling the cry, and remaining clamped
vice-like until life left the body.

Benmelo lay on
the ground, jaw aching while he ground his teeth, rage simmering,
fighting the urge to draw and loose and destroy the two blighted
and Shade-infested creatures not sixty yards away from him. But he
knew he must do nothing. He knew that killing the Griffelax would
be an act of mad vengeance, which would alert his quarry, the
moment the sun came up and the loss of two of the Griff-shades was
discovered.

He seethed,
clenching his teeth, his whole face beginning to ache while he
watched the two Griffelax bounding away. He saw them leap up onto
the rooftop of a dwelling and then glide away unseen on the far
side. They must have had a sheltered post atop one of the buildings
somewhere nearer the middle of the town, and from there, they’d
seen the would-be escapee trying to sneak out into the night and
the rain.

Benmelo had had
but one momentary chance to draw and shoot the first of the Griff,
and he’d lost that chance when the warning against doing so had
flashed in his mind. There was little comfort to be had from the
knowledge that the attack had happened so quickly that even he
would not have been able to nock, draw and loose a second shot in
time to spare the man terrible and mortal injuries.

Cold logic did
nothing to dampen his ire, and after waiting and watching for
longer than was perhaps necessary, he eased himself up off the
ground, and soaked and muddy, made his cautious way back to
Ladyloon. The list of reasons why Quarlo Bregg must be destroyed
had just gotten a little longer.

 


oOo


4. Tiddlers
and Lake-chicken

 


It was Hardin,
the headman of Fourwells, who stood in the middle of the western
end of the road into the village and welcomed Benmelo on his
return.

“Afternoon, sir
blue, and welcome back.”

The master
hunter dismounted, walking a few paces alongside Ladyloon before
acknowledging the friendly greeting.

“Thank you,
Hardin. Is all well?”

The fellow
shrugged, and eyed Ben’s mud-caked cloak and clothes. “No different
to when you left us yesterday. Fat Sir Blue is still suffering, and
the giant sir blue has taken to pacing ‘round the village,
mumbling. And you, you look tired?”

“A little. Is
Finn still watching over his daughter?”

“Most of the
time, aye. But now she’s past danger according to Linnith, he
sleeps in a hut close to the healer’s rather than on the floor
beside his girl’s sick-bed.”

Benmelo nodded.
“I’d like to speak to him later, where might I find him?”

“That hut
yonder, or at Linnith’s. Just send one o’ the boys to fetch him
soon as you’ve a need. You’ve been to Peakpuddle then?”

Ben nodded, but
said nothing.

“Aye. You have
a look about you, sir blue.”

“A look?”

“Aye,” Hardin
nodded, a little sadly, or so it seemed to Benmelo. “A look as says
you’ve seen the enemy, and are angry, and anxious to be on your way
to destroy them.”

“I must be more
tired than I thought, then. I’d hoped I would appear as serene as
my old master.”

“Aye well,
perhaps a little serene too. But tired, mostly. And angry. Them
Shaded Griffelax that Finn told us of, they’re still in Peakpuddle
then?”

“Aye, they
are.”

Hardin nodded,
arms folded. “We’re not much to look at, us-all here in Fourwells.
But we’ve kin there, in Peakpuddle. You’ll know how it is with us,
out here in the fifth. Us-all trade with each other, befriend each
other, sometimes take wives, the one place from the other. You need
help with Peakpuddle, sir blue, we’ll do all we can. You can count
on us, such as we are.”

Ben nodded, and
another wave of fatigue seemed to wash over him. It was only thirty
miles from Peakpuddle, but he felt strangely drained. The death of
the unknown man, back at the night-soil pit in the dark and the
rain and by the teeth and claws of Shaded creatures, had weighed
heavily on him every step of the way back to Fourwells. So too had
the germ of his plan for the destruction of the wizard.

“I’ll leave you
to your business then, sir blue,” Hardin announced softly, and
stepped aside.

With another
nod, Benmelo left Ladyloon to join Mule and their other horses, and
walked the few yards to the storehouse where he expected to find
Paj groaning in his hammock and Arlock pacing. He was a little
surprised, therefore, when he heaved open the door and saw the






































































































































cover.jpg





