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Book 4


Prologue

 


“What are you
doing?” asked Dog.

“Can't you see?
I'm building a boat!” Wonderwit declared proudly.

“A mouse with a
boat? Why?”

“So I can sail
out on the duck pond.”

“Why?” Dog
sniffed at the strange-looking boat made of straw and twigs.

“So I can be a
duck!”

Dog's ears
twitched the way they always did when he was surprised, and he
canted his head first one way, and then the next.

“Why do you
want to be a duck?”

“What's wrong
with ducks?” Wonderwit demanded, struggling to raise a stick he
intended to use as a mast.

“Kwaaar!” young
Dolly Dappledrake quacked indignantly. “What's wrong with
ducks?”

“You're mad,”
Dog said to Wonderwit, and then stood and wagged his tail, “Come
and see my new ball! I found it! It's wonderful!”

 


-Anon.

Excerpt from
Vol.2 Further Adventures of Wonder, Wit and Wisdom

 



 


1. Hunting

 


Cold. The
bitter cold of November’s wet grass and muddy soil was soaking his
clothes, the chill seeping into him, leaching the warmth from his
blood whenever the Shi’ell rage and numbness faded from his skin.
Cold, in the damp air all around him, mist clinging low, a wispy
blanket the bitter ground was hugging close like a selfish spouse
reluctant to part with an inch of a threadbare covering.

Dark. Close to
midnight, close to the beginning of the second day of the month,
October’s squally gales and Juria Castletown nothing more than
memories now, the latter almost three weeks behind him, the former
dying suddenly three days ago. And then the cold had rolled down
from the north, like an invisible cloud, chilling all with its
touch.

Cold. His
gloves offered a degree of protection but they were thin, the
better to wield weapons with precision, far removed from the
fleece-lined winter mitts that sensible folk might wear outdoors in
such weather. He inched forward, slithering on his belly around a
blister of gorse, his knees, elbows and boots doing the work of
propelling him silently several feet through the grass and the mud,
until he could study the shadows in the copse some sixty yards
away.

Dark. Draped as
he was in his cloak, the heavy garment weighing him down, only his
blond hair might have been visible to his enemy, and would have
been but for a length of darkcloth wrapped around his head and face
which left nothing exposed but his eyes. Serendipity. He’d been
wearing that long scarf of darkcloth wrapped thus to protect
against the biting cold when first he’d noted fresh signs of the
creature’s passing staining the grass, here in the Northshearings
of Arrun.

He was on that
imaginary line his mother Elayeen had described often, the line
running due east from the D’ith Hallencloister to Arrun’s northern
capital on the coast, Nordshear. He knew now that the line sensed
and felt by his mother was real, not simply imagined for
convenience when plotting a course. There was a subterranean bore
carrying the waters of Avongard eastwards from the great gates of
the Nexus of Yth far beneath the Hallencloister. His bracer had
indicated a Dun Hollow far off in that very direction, and the map
in his mind’s eye showed a dot marking the place a fair distance
inland from the seaport of Nordshear.

But the
Hallencloister was gone now, and also the hill upon which it had
stood for millennia, nothing there now but an immense sinkhole.
Argovayne hadn’t the heart to journey there after taking his leave
of Baylor Wicklow and the Old Stitches in Northside. He hadn’t the
heart to peer down into the vast crater wrought by his own hand,
destruction wrought at the behest of the Entikan. The world is
changing, so said Sardor Allazar often enough. And it certainly
was, now that the Shi’ell had felled the Hallencloister, now that
the hidden flow of the mystic Avongard had burst its bores and was
seeping up through Juria’s soil…

Wet. Thinking
of the vast network of subterranean waterways created by the Magean
brought Argovayne crashing back to the present, and the cold, and
the mud, and his own soaking clothes. But this was no mystic water
making his hunt a wet and freezing misery, this was good Arrun
land, soaked with fresh Arrun rain from the October squalls which
had battered it of late. Another few feet forward, the sceptre held
in both hands as he wormed his way across the chilling ground. Then
his half-Sight caught the stain in the grasses, the blight marking
the creature’s recent passing together with its footprint in the
mud, and the Shi’ell ice flooded through him, numbing his skin,
cold and wet forgotten.

It was probably
a Grimmand of Sethi. A creature which could take the guise and form
of any person it killed, man, woman, or child. A creature of
aquamire and evil which, Argovayne knew, could only be destroyed by
burning, a wizard’s white fire, possibly by drowning in the sea,
or, if sufficient kindred forces were on hand, hacked to pieces.
Alone in the wilds of the Northshearings, Argovayne had only the
one method at his disposal, and that was why he held the sceptre as
he did.

He summoned his
full Sight, and saw clearly the black stains of the creature’s
footprints lingering in the shimmering silver dust that was the
grass to his eldeneyed vision. It walked on two legs, unlike the
Seekmaw he’d almost literally run into a week earlier. Now
that had been a close call; he’d not even had the time to
string and throw a dogwood arrow, and he’d had to resort to
running. Fast, and screaming like a girly at his grazing horse to
do the same, and all the while flicking hopeful balls of Aemon’s
Fire behind him in the futile belief that one might hit the
creature in that dread, capacious maw… none did, until finally he’d
spun around and hurled one, two-handed, and immolated the beast’s
head from a distance of eight yards. It had taken some considerable
time to persuade his horse to allow him into the saddle, reeking as
he had been then of the greasy purple aquamire smoke which had
enveloped him…

In the
distance, the copse, the trees now little more than silver strands,
their sap low and falling after a short autumn before winter’s
early grip had begun to tighten its hold. Nothing else could he
see. He blinked, reverting to his usual half-Sight, his mother’s
eye fully healed and if anything sharper and clearer than before
its wounding near Tarin’s Punchbowl, what now seemed an age
ago.

Darkness, and
shadows in the copse.

A hundred yards
behind him, his poor horse stood quietly and somewhat miserably,
ears twitching and eyes wide, though it was of course considerably
warmer than Argovayne thanks to a thick blanket, and certainly a
lot drier. It had followed dutifully and watchfully, and the
Shi’ell was grateful for the rearguard the loyal mount provided.
The Grimmand, and his instincts now decided that was surely what
his quarry must be, had been behaving strangely, erratically,
changing direction, back and forth, and sometimes even looping back
and around on itself as though lost, confused or uncertain as to
which way it should be going. It made the hunt dangerous. It made
the hunt interesting.

Nightcrakes, a
flock of a dozen crescent-winged gingerbread shapes speeding above
the treetops, emitting their shrill and powerful calls to stun
their flying insect prey; Argovayne’s half-Sight had always been
drawn to them in the darkness of a night’s watch. Few ever saw them
who did not possess the Sight of the Eldenelves, and those that
were seen in daytime were invariably dead, or dying. As one, the
birds jinked sharply towards the southwest, before they’d reached
the end of the copse. Something had made them flinch away there,
away to Argovayne’s right, before their strafing run down the
woodland had been completed.

The Shi’ell
smiled a grim smile, and turned slightly to the right, and began
worming has way forwards again, towards the southern end of the
copse. He had allies in the war against the darkness; the horse was
one, nightcrakes another. All the world of nature stood with the
Wolf of Issilene in the war against such foul and unnatural
corruption as he hunted now. Even the very grass upon which the
Grimmand had walked had done battle with the creature, and even
now, wounded blades still pointed the way it had taken.

But once within
the copse, the Grimmand had obviously taken a new course, and in
there, it had doubtless walked on a carpet of dead leaf litter,
woodland detritus, though there would still be living fronds of
bracken here and there which would have recorded its brushing
against them. Out here, still on the grassy and undulating approach
to the tree line, and angling southeast away from the
aquamire-blighted blades, the Shi’ell rage began to fade. Soon
would come again the cold of winter’s making, and the wet.

Argovayne
needed to be mindful of that strange numbing power of his, for
though it meant the Shi’ell could continue to fight heedless of
wounds and pain in the presence of aquamire’s evil, wounds would
still bleed, damage would still be done. It was both blessing and
curse. Here in the cold and the wet and the dark, his body heat was
slowly being leached away, even if he couldn’t feel it being
drained from him.

Movement. A
shadow, wavering? Argovayne froze, breathing very slowly, the plume
of his breath smothered and oozing through the darkcloth over his
mouth to mingle with the low-clinging mist. He could see the
threads of silver life-light that were the trees, and he could see
the darkness of the shadows between them. That mixture of half
normal, half-Sighted vision had become second-nature to him now,
his mind well able to merge the two disparate images to form a
coherent whole.

The trees were
not moving. Such breezes as there were certainly weren’t strong
enough to bend the slender trunks of silvertrees, nor even to
rattle their winter-bare twigs and branches. He eased himself a
little higher on his elbows, his head slowly rising up above the
long grasses and the mist clinging to them, like a shark’s fin.

Shadows.
Silence. Nothing moving, and the cold and the wet making itself
felt now beneath the fading of the ice in his veins. He lowered his
head, and slithered forward another few feet.

Still nothing.
Perhaps the movement had been imagined. It was dark, after all, a
layer of high wispy cloud obscuring all but the brightest of stars;
the moon was almost no help at all, the faintest misty blob of
brightness lending a dull cast to a patch of the cloudy sky almost
due south of where Argovayne lay.

Another sigh of
a breeze, wafting down from the north, its chill breath stirring
the mist a little. Moments later, the imagined movement again,
there in the shadows, set back in the darker depths of the copse a
few yards in from the tree line. Argovayne froze, and peered, and
summoned his full Sight. Was there a shadow there in the faint
silver threads of the trees, a shadow truly darker than the rest?
He waited. He waited for another breeze from the north, and tried
to resist shivering now that he felt the cold and the wet once
more.

If there were
indeed a Grimmand there, standing stock-still in the trees, gazing
back out across the rolling, grassy terrain, would it see the
Shi’ell lurking in the mist? Would it see the horse, a hundred and
fifty yards or more from the copse? No-one knew how a Grimmand saw
the world through its aquamire-fuelled and aquamire-fashioned eyes.
No-one knew if the creature possessed the kind of sight Argovayne
and the Kindred Rangers enjoyed, or if it could see only as
ordinary people saw the world around them.

It could see
well enough to hunt, and well enough to kill. That much certainly
was known. And it had other senses, too, which might detect
the presence of anyone possessing the white hairs of wizardkind.
And there were quite a few of those mixed in with the blond on
Argovayne’s head. It did indeed make the hunt
interesting.

He blinked away
the full Sight, which could only see the light of life or the
glowing darkness of aquamire evil. The half-Sight served well
enough while he slowly canted his head, listening for sounds which
might signal the presence of an enemy, or herald the arrival of a
friend. A timber wolf would be a welcome ally here. Alas. There
were none.

Another breeze,
and Argovayne began counting, slowly. Three. He had counted to
three before the slightest of movements betrayed a watcher in the
shadows of the copse. His heart began to beat quicker, his
breathing becoming shallower. Again he lifted his head a little,
slowly, like a Heelacanth breaching the surface of a lake to peer
at its quarry onshore and wary of ripples which might disturb the
waters.

Yet another
breeze rolling down from the far north stirred the grass.

One.

Argovayne
blinked to clear his eyes, and held his breath.

Two.

The faintest
creak of leather from his gloves, his grip upon the sceptre
tightening unconsciously.

Three.

There! I see
you!

But Argovayne
didn’t see anything beyond a shadow whose edge seemed to waver a
little in the passing of the breeze, as an ancient and threadbare
curtain in the broken window of a tumbledown shack might stir in
the gentlest of zephyrs. He blinked again, and let his breath out
slowly, stomach sinking, heart beginning to hammer.

A curtain might
have stirred thus. Or a shroud. A crystal-coated shroud of the
Toorseneth’s making. A shroud bedecked with gem-cut stones designed
to defeat the Sight of the Eldenelves. The creature Argovayne was
hunting alone was a Shrouded Grimmand of the kind he’d once
encountered together with Kamryn Crownguard and the wizard
Stentenenn atop a high ridge in southern Callodon. His stomach
lurched again. That creature, engaged and destroyed on their
journey to Raheen, had worn a stone-coated shroud, and beneath that
shroud, every inch of the foul beast had been encrusted with
rock-crystals, an effective defence against Aemon’s Fire. Suddenly,
interesting seemed an entirely inappropriate adjective to
describe the circumstances Argovayne found himself in.

Sardor Allazar
had once destroyed a crystal Grimmand in the market square of West
Forkings, but only after Gawain’s horse-friend Gwyn had trampled
the creature and shattered most of its crystal protection.
Argovayne himself had destroyed that other vile creation hunting
them on the far-distant Callodon ridge, immolating the thing with
white fire from his sceptre, but only after Kamryn had blasted
great holes in it with her arbalest, and only after her
horse-friend Sellendeen and three other steeds had, with equine
fury, trampled the Grimmand mercilessly into the ground.

Argovayne had
no Kambow, and only one horse, which of course was standing well to
the rear, ears pricked and alert. Argovayne had no bow of any kind.
He had his arrow-string and arrows, his shortsword, and a
broad-bladed hunting knife, all of which would be utterly useless
against the shrouded crystal Grimmand lurking in the copse. His
boot knife wasn’t worth mentioning in his hasty mental list of
martial resources at his disposal. He did, of course, have his
Dymendin sceptre.

White fire
might burn away the creature’s shroud and render it visible
thereafter to his Sight, but the rock-crystals coating the
Grimmand’s skin were an ancient defence against the Fire of Aemon,
perhaps designed by the mad traitor Urgenenn himself. It was while
journeying to Urgenenn’s Tower on Callodon’s eastern coast that
Argovayne’s father had encountered a giant rock Aknid, an immense
and crab-like beast whose carapace had bristled with tall,
prismatic rock-crystals which reflected and amplified mystic
energies. Allazar was of the belief that any wizard foolish enough
to unleash a torrent of white fire against such a monstrous beast
would see that fire amplified and reflected straight back him,
though not for very long would he see it…

It had long
been Sardor Allazar’s belief that Urgenenn’s secrets had been
scratched into the obsidian walls of that dark tower, and that
those writings had been taken back to the Toorseneth, and
understood by wizards of the Tau there. Crystal Grimmand were
unknown to Morloch, and were a modern product of ToorsenViell
wizardry created through the power of false aquamire. Stone-coated
shrouds to defeat the Sight of the Eldenelves were likewise a
latter-day product of that vile tower in Ostinath, though they were
a much more recent invention.

King Brock of
Callodon had found a way to destroy ordinary Grimmand of Sethi in
the near-total absence of wizards from his lands: Brocksfire
arrows, or so they were called at the Ostern Line. Arrows tipped
with Ignisium. Argovayne had none. No civilised people did, at
least not until the second fall of Pellarn, and not until Pelliman
Goth began sending Grimmand across the River Ostern…

And now
Argovayne lay on his belly, shrouded by his cloak and a darkcloth
mask, teeth clenched to prevent them chattering while he peered
into the shadows of a copse fifty yards away, waiting for another
breeze which might stir a gem-coated shroud he couldn’t see unless
it moved.

Clearly, the
Grimmand hadn’t seen Argovayne, or it would by now have attacked.
Ever since the discovery of the first crystal-armoured creature
moving through the crowd in West Forkings’ market, the Toorseneth
had been sending forth crystal Grimmands to seek out and destroy
wizardkind in accordance with Toorsen’s Creed. Shrouding them head
to foot with gem-cut obsidian veils was a new idea, and the one
destroyed on the Callodon ridge the first of its kind, at least to
the best of Argovayne’s knowledge and belief. Toorsen’s Creed, the
creation of a dull, grey world, the bright lights of wizardkind
extinguished in the name of Toorsen, and his Morloch-induced
lunatic obsession with balance between light and dark; the
Toorseneth had ended the Hallencloister long before Argovayne
finally destroyed it.

These days
wizards numbered few and were mostly to be found only in Last
Ridings and well-guarded by Kindred Rangers possessing the Sight.
True, some lesser wizards yet remained in Callodon, but they too
were well protected. The remainder, mostly older or frail wizards
of the D’ith, were safe in the vaults beneath Crownmount serving as
guardians of the trove of D’ith knowledge stored there over the
centuries, and teaching some few dozen younger and lower-ranked
white-haired students studying to become masters of lights and
fires; and all of them hoping one day to return to a world free
from such threats as these.

No, this
Grimmand the Shi’ell had been hunting all day was more than likely
intended to pass unseen into Last Ridings, perhaps sneaking past
Rangers and around the marshy end of the northern branch of the
River Sudenstem and then lurking, awaiting the opportunity to
launch itself at Sardor Allazar, Met Corax, or the wizards
Stentenenn and Telamian… Telamian, the elfwizard!

Argovayne
grimaced. Telamian was the only elfwizard not allied to the
Toorseneth ever to have left the forest of Elvendere in almost
twenty years. He’d borne messages for Elayeen, and also carried in
his head detailed knowledge of recent events in the great forest.
It made sense for the ToorsenViell to want Telamian destroyed, and
perhaps the knowledge he possessed demanded they expend such
resources as they possessed on the creation of a crystal Grimmand
to end the elfwizard’s life. The elf-lord Insinnian in Juria had
doubtless learned from his spy in Last Ridings of Telamian’s
presence, and also that Gawain was gathering his friends and allies
for some as yet unknown purpose.

It might
explain the creature’s former confused behaviour. It had a mission,
to penetrate Last Ridings and assassinate Telamian or any and all
wizards there. But perhaps its mystic senses had alerted it to
Argovayne’s proximity, and the presence of a youth possessing a
wizard’s qualities might even now be causing a conflict of interest
within the Grimmand’s limited intellect and instincts. The Shi’ell
was but one third wizardkind, and to a Grimmand, perhaps emitted a
much weaker mystic ‘scent’ because of that three-part heritage, but
a scent nevertheless.

Argovayne
summoned his full Sight. Nothing but shadows, and the trees, and
the grass, though he did risk lifting his head a little further for
a glimpse of the distant footprint-stains to keep the cold at bay.
Suitably numbed, he blinked away the Sight and sank a little lower.
The creature could not be allowed to continue on its way to Last
Ridings. Obviously. More than this, the Shi’ell rage growled within
him, the creature could not be allowed to exist a moment longer
than it already had. But Argovayne, unlike the Grimmand he hunted,
was master of his instincts, or so he told himself.

He gripped the
sceptre, and drew a breath, tensing to slither forward another few
feet. And then there was a brief flash of swirling movement and a
momentary glimpse of Toorsen-grey evil as the Grimmand span on its
heels and raced off through the trees, heading due east before
disappearing into the depths of the copse.

Argovayne was
stunned, his mind wheeling. The creature’s behaviour was
astonishing. True, they weren’t stupid. They had targets, and used
guile and cunning to accomplish the destruction of those they were
assigned to kill. But this one had made no attempt at stealth,
turning to sprint through the copse, the sound of its running on a
carpet of woodland debris clearly audible even from forty or fifty
yards away.

He could see
nothing now but shadows in the copse, and to continue lying on his
belly in the mud would achieve nothing. He muttered an oath, and
rose up, slowly, emerging from the mist to begin loping towards the
tree line, all senses keen and sharpened by the brief glimpse of
the Grimmand when its shroud had swirled open.

Nothing.
Twenty-five yards out, and still nothing. He paused, gazed into the
trees, and then gave a low whistle to summon his horse forward
before continuing on, bent low, scurrying softly, grateful for the
chance to move and to pump the blood through his icy veins.

Nothing. A
faintly acrid scent lingering in the wet woodland smells that
pervaded the copse there at the tree line. Traces on the ground,
leaves and debris kicked up when the Grimmand had spun and fled,
its path trending due east. Argovayne followed, sceptre held
two-handed before him, ready to summon a Shield or a Surge of
Baramenn should this prove to be some bizarre enemy trick and the
Grimmand come flying at him.

But the spoor
was easy to see and to follow with his father’s eye alone, and he
paused only long enough for his horse to come to a snorting,
nervous and wide-eyed halt a few yards behind him. Then he crept
forward, stooping a little, bent at the knees, ready to spring in
any direction away from the assault he imagined might come but in
reality could see no sign of materialising.

Nightcrakes,
speeding overhead, their broad loop made and a return flight seeing
them now zooming north above the treetops. The Grimmand which had
diverted their path earlier was gone. A break in the high cloud
exposed a pool of twinkling starlight which lit the leaf litter,
revealing the small, darker patches of disturbed ground kicked up
by the creature’s feet. After that initial flurry and sprint, the
gait had become steadier; a loping run which only deviated from its
easterly track when trees or thicker patches of thorny brambles had
been avoided. Argovayne followed quickly, grateful for the
starlight he knew would fade when the clouds sealed the breach in
the high overcast.

East was wrong.
East was Nordshear, on the coast of Arrun. What possible business
did a shrouded Grimmand have there? Argovayne quickened his pace,
his horse clumping through the copse behind him and clearly
unimpressed by this new path. Already the trees ahead were
thinning, but the Shi’ell remained crouching low, wary of the
branches all around him; once poked in the eye, twice shy, even
though the branches and twigs here were bare, the trees deciduous,
and bearing no poison leaves to blind his Sighted mother’s eye.

Still the spoor
headed east. And there, at the eastern tree line of the copse,
Argovayne paused, and straightened, and gazed out across the gently
undulating wilds. The Grimmand had upped its pace to an impressive
sprint, and the Shi’ell caught but a glimpse of a shadow fading
into a distant dip, and then it was gone, lost in a dark horizon
blistered with great bubbles of gorse and thornbush, and already
several hundred yards away.

Vak it!
Argovayne sighed to himself, knowing the ice would fade from his
veins and leave him wet and freezing, alone in the dark but for his
horse.

“Come on,
then,” he whispered, reaching up to rub one of the horse’s ears.
“You know the routine by now. I run, you follow.”

And with that,
Argovayne strode forward, adjusted the darkcloth scarf wrapped
around his head, and then set off, upping the pace quickly to his
own familiar loping run, and then giving a brief cluck of his
tongue for the horse to follow once more.

Soon, he hoped,
he would find what he was looking for, an area of clear, open
ground in a dip or hollow. There, he could wait on the high ground,
and there, he could summon Aemon’s Fire, or a Cloak of Quintinenn,
or even a Shield of Baramenn, and the release of such mystic
energies would draw the Grimmand back to him like a moth to a
flame. And in that open ground, the Shi’ell would launch flaming
arrows into the creature, just as he had launched one into a downed
Heelacanth in a pit at a place called Balstanum, far, far to the
south.

As a plan, he
knew, it was perhaps a little fragile. But he was alone against a
shrouded crystal Grimmand and could no more abandon the hunt than
could a Seekmaw cease its prowling for wizards. Besides, the flimsy
plan might work, if he could stop shivering long enough to cast an
arrow at all.
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2. Dancing in
the Dark

 


Almost an hour
after leaving the silvertree copse behind him, the high cloud
thinned, and began to break up, stars sparkling in great pools of
clear sky, lighting the way ahead and lending a silver-grey cast to
the undulating vista. But the horse was tiring, and though it
followed bravely, it was becoming increasingly nervous; and with
good reason too, for the grass was long in places and could yet
hide any number of obstacles which might bruise a hoof, or
worse.

Argovayne
huffed away his irritation, and slowed to a walk. It wasn’t the
horse’s fault. The Grimmand possessed an astonishing turn of speed
and could be a mile or more ahead of him now, or lurking behind the
next outcrop of thornbush, shrub or stand of spindly trees. It was
only the evil blight staining the grasses in the creature’s
footprints which allowed Argovayne to pursue at such a pace;
without the half-Sight to show his mother’s eye the path taken by
his foul quarry, it would have been madness to continue the hunt as
he had.

“Sorry,
horsey,” he muttered softly, and patted the animal on the neck.
“Ain’t got no more apples now.”

Then he cursed
himself for an idiot, and hoped that by the time he reached Last
Ridings to warn his father about Insinnian’s spy, his lapses into
Baylor-esque Callodonian speech would have faded away completely,
like the bruises to his ribs, head, and kidneys. There would be
chaos in Juria, he knew. He’d been the cause of it, after all,
though perhaps Baylor needn’t have laid the boot in as hard as he
had back there in Tamsin’s council chamber.

He will be
feared, reviled, possibly. Perhaps even hated.

True. He knew
it to be true, now. Indeed, the list of those disinclined towards
him was steadily growing. Quite apart from the Toorseneth, there
was Brendin of Callodon, a small man with no hope of filling the
late King Brock’s shoes, humiliated by Argovayne and Gawain at Dun
Meven. Callodon had set his face against Argovayne in particular,
and against Last Ridings in general.

And now, so too
all Juria. Or most of it, anyway, unless or until a new crown and
council might rescind the warrants yet demanding the arrest of any
from Last Ridings found on Jurian soil. But that had always been so
even before Argovayne’s birth, ever since Insinnian took the reins
of Jurian power in Stewardship, by Hellin’s decree. But what of the
Jurians loyal to true crown and true country, those known as The
Stitches under Ector’s leadership and guidance? Might they today
still hold him in such regard as they once had, now that they
doubtless knew he’d slain Insinnian and presided over Princess
Pandalene’s regicide of her sister Tamsin? In Juria, protocol was
all, and was it not Ector himself who’d forbidden Argovayne to take
action against Insinnian and Tamsin?

And what would
Sardor Allazar, or any other surviving wizard of the D’ith for that
matter, think of him once they learned of the total destruction of
the Hallencloister and its hill? They might hold it a worse
catastrophe than the felling of Raheen. There had been no hope of
Raheen’s resurrection, even before the mountain had collapsed to
form a new wall against Pellarn. But there had been those
who still dreamed that the D’ith Hallencloister might one day shine
again, and who’d clung to the hope that a new golden age of
wizardkind might be born anew, rising from the ashes of
Toorsencreed’s infamous treachery. Raheen and the Hallencloister
were gone forever, now.

Only his sister
Sirina’s words, and his understanding of the Entikan of yore,
provided him any comfort.

As there can be
no light without shadow unless the world be empty, there can be no
order without chaos. S.

Argovayne
sighed. It was up to the Jurians now to bring order from the chaos
he’d left behind, and that, of course, was as it should be. At
least they would remain untroubled by elfwizards from the forest,
now that the waters of Avongard were seeping up from the Magean’s
subterranean bores. And soon, the Shi’ell knew, though he knew not
precisely when, the free lands east of Elvendere would be
untroubled by creatures such as those he was tracking now, for
those same waters were seeping up beneath the ridge of the great
Threnderrin Way, beneath Ostinath and the Toorseneth itself,
beneath the entire province of Minyorn.

What would
elves think of him, when the Viell of the forest realm began to
lose their powers? For there was a reason why elfwizards save those
of high staff rank found their mystic energies limited to the
boundaries of their own domain, and that reason had once slid along
silent and unseen through the Magean’s hidden waterways, and that
power had been bequeathed by the giants to the wizards of Dun Ith.
While those waters had been safe enough within their bores deep
beneath the great forest, Argovayne had plugged the pipe, and now,
the very ground on which the Viell walked was slowly, but surely,
turning against them, regardless of their creed, regardless of
their loyalties.

He trudged on
for another hour, flesh numbed by the sight of the trail left by
the Grimmand, and then crested a rise, and paused there. The trail
continued east, down a slope into a broadly circular hollow at the
centre of which glistened a large expanse of mud, a morass straight
through which the Grimmand had run before continuing east up the
slope on the far side and away into the night. Clumps of thornbush
and taller shrubs were dotted here and there around the uneven
basin, and Argovayne smiled a grim smile. This was what he’d been
hoping for, or something much like it.

He turned to
his horse, untied the Magean tankard from his packs beneath a
bundle of blankets, and filled it with water from a skin. Into that
he shaved rough flakes of frak with his boot knife, and then led
the tired animal back down the rise the way they’d come, and
removed the saddle and packs.

“Get some
sleep,” he whispered, “And thank you. Horsey.”

And with that
very Raheen gesture, he returned to the rim of the basin, took off
his gloves, and held the tankard between both hands. In moments,
the liquid began to stir, swirling gently, tendrils of vapour
beginning to rise in the chill air. When he judged the water hot
enough and the cup steaming profusely, he dragged the darkcloth
down from over his mouth and sipped gratefully, eyeing the east. It
was barely two hours past midnight, and the Grimmand had a long
lead.

“Vak it,” he
sighed aloud, and holding the steaming tankard in his left hand,
drew the sceptre with his right, and held it aloft. With the end of
the Dymendin angled high to the east, he summoned an Aaron’s
Candle, and by the time it had whooshed up and burst a brilliant
white in the sky above the centre of the basin, the sceptre was
already sheathed at his hip and he taking another draught of frak
broth.

“An’ beggin’
yer pardon Matey m’lurd,” he smiled and whispered to the night, and
blew a stream of cooling air into his broth, “But if’n that don’t
bring the Grimmy-thing running back here like a fly to a pile o’
dobby dollops, nothing will.”

Aye, Matey,
and everything else from all other directions too, came the
unspoken reply in his mind’s ear. He blinked, and summoned his full
Sight, turning slowly through a full circle. Good point well
made.

Nothing.
Nothing that shouldn’t be there. He drank his broth as quickly as
he dared, revelling in the fresh warmth that seemed to burst
through him in spite of the ice in his blood from the dark-stained
ground by his feet. Two full circles, and nothing save the light of
nature did he see. But that was, in fact, of little comfort, given
the fact that the Grimmand wore a stone-coated shroud, and the
Seekmaw’s shaggy and aged coat had once been bedecked with gem-cut
stones too, most having been shed some time before Argovayne’s
encounter with it.

Sometimes,
Argovayne knew, he could act a little… impulsively. Once,
and not so very long ago, his father had called it the recklessness
of whitebeard arrogance which felt it could cope with any event
simply by uttering a quiet mumble and waving a stick about. Allazar
had called it the natural impetuous confidence of high born kings
of yore, ‘high born’ being a clear reference to Argovayne’s Raheen
heritage, and Gawain’s too, born as he had been atop that once
mighty plateau. Elayeen had said nothing, merely gazing from one to
the other until she received the usual sheepish look from all three
of them.

He turned
another circle, blinked away the full Sight, drained his tankard,
and then fumbled with it under his cloak and behind his back, tying
it by feel alone to the straps hanging from the bottom of his
backpack. It had been a gift from the Magean; an unintentional one,
perhaps, but he regarded it as a gift anyway, and didn’t want to
lose it now should he have to flee in haste. In truth, he had few
possessions, and those he had which he valued were now about his
person, and thus would travel with him if he did have to abandon
his horse. He’d only carried it in the packs on his saddle because
it had a habit of clunking on the base of his spine when he rode,
and he made a mental note to make adjustments should he and his
horse survive the night.

He drew the
sceptre, tightened his cloak about himself, and sank to the ground,
trying as best he could to get a wrap of the heavy arrowsilk
garment between his body and the ground while leaving his arms and
hands free. The weather, though in reality utterly indifferent to
his plight, seemed one moment an ally; high clouds dispersed,
starlight throwing the distant rim of the hollow into silhouette
and permitting the advance of any creature over it to be seen
likewise. The next moment, it was a chill enemy. What little heat
those high clouds like a thin blanket may have hoped to retain was
gone, the temperature tumbling sharply, frost beginning to harden
the grasses and sparkle upon them.

Night birds
were few and far between now, and even the chirping and clicking
calls of insects were fading. Argovayne’s stomach gurgled, and in
the quiet of the plains, the noise was almost as the rumbling of
thunder to his ears.

The Grimmand
must come, he knew. It had no choice, a slave to the instincts
implanted in it by its despicable makers. The trembling of the
mystic web set in motion by Argovayne’s use of the sceptre would
draw it like a moth to a flame, or indeed like flies to excrement.
It had no choice. Even now, it would be sprinting as silently as it
could across the wilds of Arrun, shroud billowing, a dark spectre
flowing swiftly towards the hollow…

Ten minutes at
least had passed into history when Argovayne frowned, and began to
grind his teeth. Dare he rise up, and sweep his half-Sight gaze
full circle, and thus expose himself? What if the Grimmand came
while he was facing west?

He tilted his
head up a little, drew the scarf down under his nose and sniffed
the air. Nothing. Wet ground. Wet grass. Wet Shi’ell. Wet leather,
and the horse. He gave a silent sigh, and rolled onto his back,
casting a hasty gaze from south to north and all points west,
before rolling back onto his stomach again. Nothing. He pulled the
darkcloth back up over his nose to staunch the plumes of exhaled
breath which might signal his presence to the sharpest of eyes.

Vak it,
he thought, and holding the sceptre by both ends, summoned a Surge
of Baramenn, and sent it rolling down the slope and into the
hollow. By the time the Surge was halfway down the dip it had
almost dissipated, but still it shook a small shrub violently,
startling a pair of speckled stormcocks which Argovayne had earlier
noted were nesting therein but had forgotten about, and sending
them blasting out into the night; their rattling alarm calls were
loud and shocking in the otherwise silent surrounds.

Sorry,
birdies, he thought, but I’m slowly freezing and I need the
Grimmand to hurry, or I’ll lose it in the night and that might mean
death in Last Ridings.

The shrub was
spotted with small berries, and they were more important to the
stormcocks than any sudden shaking of their roost had been. With
more alarm calls, threatening dire retribution and vengeance upon
any interloper within earshot, they fluttered back into their
shrub, and there remained, watchful and alert, feathers puffed,
guarding their precious winter food.

More breezes,
sighing through the darkness, the sound of shrubbery responding
almost like rippling waves on a seashore or lakeside…

There! A shadow
on the distant rim of the hollow, sixty yards away. A small bump
which hadn’t been there when Argovayne had settled upon this place
for his trap. For a moment, nothing, no movement, no sound, no
scent. And then the shadow rose higher. The Grimmand had learned
caution, it seemed. It had poked its shrouded head above the hollow
to seek for its quarry, and perhaps seeing none, was advancing
higher up the slope to the rim.

Come on, come
closer. Come down, down into the mud where the ground will suck at
your filthy feet and my ears as well as my eyes shall see you…

The shroud gave
the creature an odd shape, draped as it was head to foot in the
stone-coated fabric. But there it stood, briefly, silhouetted by
the silver-grey wash of starlight behind it, before it began its
painfully slow and cautious descent into the hollow. Perhaps it
knew somehow that someone, or something, lurked here, waiting for
it.

Closer, vak
you! Closer!

Too far, the
Shi’ell knew, too far for a blazing arrow. Oh yes, Argovayne could
hurl an arrow and wreath it with white fire, as he had when he’d
destroyed the floundering and stricken Heelacanth at Balstanum. But
the distance here was too great, the arrow would be consumed by the
fire long before it could strike the mark and carry the mystic bolt
deep into the beast. And that was assuming the arrow would
penetrate the stone-coated shroud and the rock-crystals beneath
it.

No. The
Grimmand must come through the mud, and then up the slope, closer,
closer to Argovayne, and then a mighty Surge loosed upon it to send
it tumbling back down, the Shi’ell in pursuit with balls of Aemon’s
Fire, the lash, more Surges, anything to pound a way through the
creature’s defences.

By the vakin
Teeth! Argovayne was stunned yet again. Yet again the creature
whirled, and with its shroud billowing, was up and over the far rim
and racing away to the east once more, out of sight no sooner than
he’d finished the exclamation. Was the creature insane? Did such
foul creations have minds to lose?

He stood, and
began pacing back and forth, a few short steps each way lifting his
knees high and rolling his shoulders. He was cold, angry, and the
front of his clothes still wet and in danger of freezing in spite
of his earlier running. Even the glimpses of the Grimmand’s
footprints seemed less effective now at stirring his numbing rage.
Argovayne grasped the sceptre, holding it vertically in both hands
beneath his cloak and clutching it to his chest, and summoned a
Cloak of Quintinenn. It certainly wouldn’t warm him, but the mystic
vibrations might bring his foul quarry hurrying back to the
hollow.

He waited. He
held the Cloak tightly in place, and while he waited, he jumped up
and down on the spot, muttering his childhood mantra to himself
over and over again, each syllable coinciding with his boots on the
ground while he slowly turned full circle. He stopped when he
realised how childish his antics might seem to an observer, even
though he knew that in reality, none would see him at all with
Quintinenn’s mystic veil in place.

Long minutes
passed. Surely the Grimmand must feel the Cloak? It was why the
device could not be employed during the Shi’ell’s assault upon the
ToorsenViell of Vardon and in Juria Castletown; a wizard with a
long staff and listening for such vibrations as mystic energies
released would know a Cloaked intruder was nearby.

More minutes
passed. Minutes spent with knee-bends and swivelling hips, the
better to keep chilled joints moving and blood flowing.

Dancing in the
vakin dark! I’m dancing alone in the darkness like a lunatic,
waiting for a Grimmand!

The realisation
brought a wide-eyed grin of an expression to the face beneath the
mask, and he shook his head. Baylor Wicklow, or whatever the young
Jurian’s name really had been, would be howling with laughter could
he see the Shi’ell now.

Still the
Grimmand had not come in answer to the sceptre’s summons. Cursing
with frustration again, Argovayne thrust the Dymendin rod out from
under his cloak, and brought forth a small, fizzling ball of
Aemon’s Fire, holding it firmly in place on the end of the sceptre
for long moments before flicking it forward a few feet. It landed
softly, but then disappeared with a whump! leaving behind it
a blackened, steaming stain on the ground. The heat from the
discharge washed over him, and then he raised his Cloak of
Quintinenn once more.

Two minutes
later he saw the silhouette rising up over the distant rim, and
instinctively he squatted on his haunches. He had no idea, after
all, if a Grimmand could ‘see’ a Cloak or not.

Down the slope
it continued, confidently, pausing briefly here and there to
observe the taller, denser shrubs, lest an enemy be lurking
therein. Argovayne’s heart hammered, for a brief moment he’d almost
lost sight of the thing, and would’ve done but for the starlight.
At the edge of the mire at the centre of the hollow it stopped, and
turned, and for a brief, stomach-sinking moment, Argovayne thought
it might flee back towards the east again. It took a pace or two in
that direction, and then stopped, and turned towards the Shi’ell
once more.

Argovayne let
his breath out, slowly, and waited.

A few more
steps, and then it was easing forward into the mud. The Shi’ell
could actually hear the faintest crunching as the creature’s feet
broke through the thin, freezing, frosty crust of the mire before
the subsequent squelching of its progress. Almost at the very
centre of the boggy ground, it stopped again, and turned again,
with the faintest rattling of so many gem-cut stones jostling each
other in the folds of its shroud.

There it stood,
as if trapped in the calm centre of a brainstorm. Sometimes facing
west towards Argovayne, sometimes east towards far distant
Nordshear.

Assess! Adapt!
Be creative!

So had
instructed his father’s book, The Sayings of Captain Hass. The
advice and lessons drummed into Gawain by the long-dead officer
who’d once commanded the One Thousand of Raheen had served
Argovayne’s father very well, and very often had it done so. It was
his father’s insistence which had seen the Shi’ell read and learn
the lessons the book contained.

He sighed. The
creature below seemed to be leaning towards the east, as though
inclined to step away in that direction. Argovayne edged forward a
little, still Cloaked, still hunched low. One, two, three yards…
the shrouded monster began to lean a little to the west… Argovayne
stopped.

The creature
straightened, and then began to sway side to side, like a sapling
in a breeze, first one way, then the other. Dancing in the
dark, the Shi’ell thought, though this time, his expression was
fixed and grim. Beneath that shroud lurked horror and death. Tall,
slender, long legged and with long arms each ending in three
vicious claws. Claws of the kind which had scarred his father’s
face, long ago. The Grimmand was fast, furious, and once engaged,
relentless.

But it was
favouring the east again, and so Argovayne edged closer, further
down the slope. Still too far to risk a white fire arrow. Better to
be within range of a powerful Surge of Baramenn than to have the
monster charging at him. Cold made the mind slow as well as the
body and the Shi’ell didn’t doubt that he was impaired, at least
physically. He could see the shroud clearly now with his father’s
eye, the black and glassy stones gleamed a little in the starlight
when the creature moved. But he was still too far for his mother’s
eye to penetrate the shroud and to glimpse the darkness burning
within which would fire the furnace of his fury.

Down, then, he
crept. Yard by yard, closer. Closer still, and the Grimmand moved
another squelching pace westward before commencing once more its
confused swaying.

A new plan
then. Down, as close as he could get, then white fire, a ball of it
to burn away the shroud. If the Grimmand be plain and not
crystal-coated, all well and good, the gifts bequeathed to all
wizardkind by Aemon Firemaster would suffice to destroy the beast.
If not, then a hefty Surge and a fireball of the kind that had
splintered the back door to Elfwizards’ Hall in Vardon would fling
the Grimmand into the mud, and with luck and a fair wind, end
it.

Breezes swirled
in the hollow, and Argovayne was slightly surprised to see how far
he’d crept down, the shrub with its angry stormcock residents a
good few yards behind him now.

Breezes swirled
in the hollow, and then there it was like the flaring of a
firestone on steel, the unmistakeable scent of aquamire. Instantly,
ice ballooned in his stomach, flooded his veins, and the cold and
the wet were forgotten. His mind sharp, his lips curling back
behind his darkcloth mask, the growl rising in his throat.

Down he stole,
slinking silently, a Cloaked shadow, easing past shrubs, down,
almost to the edge of the mire, when suddenly, the Grimmand seemed
to stiffen, and beneath its shroud raised those long and powerful
arms out to the sides, and gave a bone-chilling, feral, howling
shriek of rage and frustration; it pierced the night like a spear
and lanced the senses of all things of nature’s realm that had ears
to hear it or nerves to feel the high-pitched wailing crawling on
their skin.

The Shi’ell had
ears and skin and bone, but none were chilled by the sound. Not
even the howling of a Grimmand could penetrate the icy rage of
Issilene’s armour.
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3.
Battle-Wizard

 


Cloaked still,
silent still, and standing now at the very edge of the mire in
which the Grimmand stood trembling with rage and indecision, the
hem of its shroud slightly crumpled and testifying to the depth of
the mud into which its vile feet had sunk. Argovayne would need to
be swift. The pond of mud was no more than thirty yards across, the
beast so close he could see its dark glowing shape with his
half-Sight through the shroud it wore.

He would drop
the Cloak of Quintinenn, and hurl a fireball. Then dance back,
loose a mighty Surge of Baramenn, and follow it up instantly with
the biggest, hottest incendiary assault he could safely summon with
the sceptre. The time was now, as another banshee howl from the
creature faded.

Three! Two!
Wuh…

“Haaaa!” a
voice screamed, and a tremendous gout of white fire blasted across
the mire from its eastern edge to dance and arc upon the shroud,
sending streamers licking through the air and smacking on the
ground near Argovayne’s feet, flicking ever closer, steam rising
and baked mud flying where it struck.

Instinct
trumped thought, and the Shi’ell managed to raise a hasty Shield,
flinging himself face-first into the mud behind it.

“Haaaa!” came
another scream, and another tremendous burst of white fire. “Burn!
Fry! Die!”

Argovayne
caught a blurred glimpse of a wizard in filthy robes through the
rippling air of his Shield of Baramenn, and then the sight was
obscured by a crystal Grimmand landing heavily in the smoking mud
some six yards away. The white fire torrent winked out, clouds of
steam billowing from hard-baked mud where the creature had been
standing; that very same creature which even now was beginning to
sit upright, unharmed by its fire-propelled flight, and soft,
squelching landing.

The Shi’ell
loosed a Surge upon it from behind, blasting it forwards, mud
flying from its back in all directions. It rolled, long arms and
legs flailing. Argovayne stood, summoned his sizzling ball of fire,
only for it to fizzle out promptly when he was obliged to dive away
from another searing blast from the distant wizard’s staff.

“Come then!
Come then! Come get some!” the wizard screamed, voice imbued with
mystic rage, increasing in pitch and verging on the hysterical.

It reminded
Argovayne of Dirrant Warmaul’s last stand against a Seekmaw, on a
nameless hillside in southern Callodon. It would doubtless end the
same way too while the Grimmand’s armour remained intact.

“Yoroth Tyr!
Yoroth Tyr!” Argovayne screamed, and sent another Surge billowing
forward, knocking the Grimmand face-first into the mire once
more.

Then the
Shi’ell was up on his feet and running high-kneed into the
squelching, sucking mud.

“Break the
crystals! Break the crystals!” he screamed at the wizard, and
launched another Surge into the creature’s mud-coated back.

“Haaaa!” came
an answering cry, and Argovayne barely had time to shut his eyes
and brace for the impact when he saw the rippling of a mighty wave
of a Surge racing across the mire towards him.

It blew him off
his feet and sent him three yards backwards into the mud, leaving
him sitting in the squelching morass. Ahead of him, through the
shimmering air, he saw the battle-wizard charging into the mud and
commence to battering the downed Grimmand with his staff, swinging
the six feet of hardened white oak like a broadsword, hammering
blow after blow upon the creature’s head.

Each time the
Grimmand’s head came up from the mud, it was beaten down again to
the accompaniment of cries of ‘Haa!” from the wizard. Rock-crystals
sparkled when they flew through the air, and sparks accompanied
each crashing blow of the staff.

With a sudden
sense of shock and horror, Argovayne realised he was no longer
clutching the sceptre. The wooden baton had slipped from his muddy
grip when the wizard’s wild and powerful Surge had blasted into
him.

“Haa! Haa!
Haa!” the wizard cried, punctuating his triumphant shouting with
his staff.

Argovayne
scanned the ground around him frantically. Dymendin was heavy, the
dense wood heavy as iron in spite of the mystic ease with which the
Shi’ell wielded it. If it had sunk below the surface of the mud,
finding it in the dark would surely be impossible…

The Grimmand
howled, and unable to rise up against the blows pounding on its
head, instead scurried forward, taking a blow on the back but
scrabbling through the morass towards the south, rolling, twisting,
thrashing away from the demented wizard pounding it.

“Burn!” the
wizard screamed again, and thrust the staff forward to loose
Aemon’s Fire upon it.

But the
creature was on its back now, thrusting itself away on its elbows,
buttocks and feet. The fire struck its crystal-armoured chest, and
reflected harmlessly away into the night, towards the gibbous moon
high in the southern sky.

The wizard,
spattered with mud, seemed suddenly to realise his plight, and took
several steps backwards through the sucking morass, only for his
foot to catch on the hem of his filthy cloak, sending him over to
land with a loud and heavy splat on his backside.

The Grimmand
shrieked, a howl of triumph, and rose up from the mud, blank face
first regarding the wizard, and then the younger man scrabbling
around on his hands and knees. It elected to fix its attention on
the wizard with the long staff trying to haul himself up onto his
feet.

“A Surge!”
Argovayne screamed. “Use a Surge!”

The command
penetrated the rising panic in the floundering wizard and he
presented the staff cross-ways, and summoned a great ball of a
Baramenn’s Surge which bowled the Grimmand over in a shower of
baked mud and dust from its crystal armour.

There was no
time for searching in the mire for a muddy stick. Argovayne drew an
arrow, strung it and cocked his arm. The range was certainly close
enough. He hurled it, summoning the wreath of fire as he had
against the Heelacanth. It danced like lightning wrapped around the
shaft and sped to a crunching, sparking impact just below the
creature’s squat throat. And bounced away harmlessly.

“Again!” the
wizard screamed, voice filled with mystic rage, and sent another
crashing surge into the Grimmand which even now was struggling to
its feet.

Argovayne cast
another flaming arrow, aiming for a dull patch on the creature’s
chest where rock-crystals had been pummelled and had lost their
gleaming surfaces. Again the shaft crackled and spun away
harmlessly after the impact.

“Gaaaaah!” the
wizard screamed, and unleashed another torrent, the white fire
tearing great furrows in the mud, and so hot was the flame that its
tracks were baked instantly.

The fire struck
the Grimmand full in the face, its arms thrown up for defence and
heavy, crusted lids held tight shut. The torrent washed over it,
streamers dancing over it and around it.

And in the
flickering of the wizard’s fire, Argovayne caught a glimpse of
pearl white shimmering in the mud where the string-wrapped handle
of the Sceptre of Raheen poked at angle from the squelching morass.
He flung himself upon it, sliding in the mud and sending up a
bow-wave of filth, hand outstretched, and the sceptre almost seemed
to tear itself free of the quagmire to fly into his grasp.

“Yaaaah!” the
wizard cried again, and loosed another torrent, though this was
short-lived and spoke of the staff-wielding maniac weakening. The
wizard had no Shi’ell rage to ward off the effects of the cold and
the wet.

But then it
didn’t seem to matter, for Argovayne was on his feet, and screaming
‘Yoroth Tyr!’ the wolf in his battle-cry howling, and in four
strides he was upon his quarry, and hammering the sceptre upon its
head.

The pounding,
berserk assault was soon joined by the longer staff of the
screaming wizard, rock-crystals flying, sparks flying, and then
purple glowing, tiny purple flames hissing and spouting in three
places.

Then they were
running, those two mystic warriors, running northeast and northwest
away from the shrieking crystal Grimmand, head bursting with
screaming jets of purple flame, and then with a great
whooshing of fire and mud and a billowing of purple smoke,
the creature was no more than an oddly-shaped hole in the morass,
which steaming water and oozing mud slowly began to fill.

Argovayne spat
the mud from his mouth, blew it from his nostrils, and still
clutching the sceptre, wiped it from his eyes, kneeling up,
breathing hard, knowing the fury would soon subside and leave him
freezing and soaked to the skin.

“Sten!” he
yelled, “Stentenenn! You vakin mad bastard!”

“Argo?” came
the muffled reply, a mud-drenched figure rising up from the morass.
“Argo, is that you?”

“Who else would
you expect to find in the wilds, you raving lunatic!”

“Argo! You’re
alive!”

“Aye and no
thanks to you, you vakin whitebeard loon! You almost incinerated
me!”

“Argo! Argo!”
Sten cried, and scurried on all fours through the mud, only his
eyes visible, the rest of him covered in brown filth.

Eyes, Argovayne
noted, which burned with a deep and dangerous light, and that
light, combined with a mess of hair and beard frozen brittle with
mud and poking out in all directions, sent a sudden jolt the length
of the Shi’ell’s spine. It might have been Mor Benn of the Entikan
himself, slithering and floundering towards him through the
quagmire.

“Argo! By the
Teeth! It is you!” the wizard grinned, eyes and teeth in a
face of mud, a bizarre parody of the Grimmand they had together
destroyed.

“Vakin lunatic
goit,” Argovayne mumbled.

“How was I to
know you were hid behind a Cloak of Quintinenn! Didn’t you see
me?”

“I was busy
sneaking up on a crystal Grimmand and lying flat on my face, and
the filthy vakin thing standing with its shrouded bulk between me
and you!”

“I confess I
had summoned a Cloak too, up there on the rim!”

And then they
were laughing, the tension of battle released, and embracing,
slapping each other’s wet and mud-caked backs.
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4.
Reunion

 


“Who’re
they?”

“Hmm?”
Stentenenn turned and followed Argovayne’s gaze to the eastern rim
of the hollow. “Oh! It’s Ranger Keara, and the shorter fellow with
her is Hagai, one of Sarek’s Rangers from Threlland. They serve as
my guardians against common threats, and Ranger Keara serves as
m-my eyes, especially at n-night.”

But then
Stentenenn’s teeth began chattering, and it was clear that the
stuttering was a reaction to the cold and the wet, and not a
relapse of his former broken speech.

“Come,”
Argovayne declared, half-dragging half-helping the sodden wizard to
his feet. “We need warmth.”

“Good
p-p-p…”

“Point well
made, yes, I know.”

Argovayne gave
a wave for the Sighted eyes on the rim to see, and sloshed through
the mud and back up the western rim, the Shi’ell rage fading
quickly. There was no kindling for a fire, but by the time the
ranger and the dwarf arrived on horseback and with Stentenenn’s own
mount and a packhorse in tow, a small pile of rocks had been heated
with fire from the sceptre, and mud-soaked clothing was being
peeled off.

It was dark,
and it was bitterly cold, and by the time the Shi’ell and the
wizard were wrapped in blankets and seated on their saddles on the
ground, the dwarf had unearthed a sizeable haul of rocks and
arranged them in a circle around the hot stones, much in the manner
of a traditional campfire hearth. These too were heated by mystic
power, while Keara stood some distance away keeping watch, using
her Sight while the dwarf busied himself fetching food from the
packhorse.

Water was
heated in a small copper cauldron set atop the stones, and into
this Hagai began adding dried meats and vegetables. Argovayne said
nothing, and neither did the D’ith Sek seated beside him. Both were
too busy shivering and clenching their teeth against the chattering
which they knew would ensue should jaws be relaxed.

While the soup
thickened and steamed, Argovayne studied the two strangers. Hagai
was a typical Threllander, squat and powerfully-built, with keen
blue eyes lurking behind bushy, flame-red brows. His hair, like his
beard, was a wild mess, which was only to be expected here in the
wilderness. He was dressed warmly and sensibly, as any dwarf might
be who was used to wintering in the Black Hills of the far
northeast. His eyes betrayed intelligence, and the crow’s feet at
their corners told of much laughter over the years.

Ranger Keara he
did not know. He had heard the name, and vaguely recalled seeing
her once or twice training under Valin’s tutelage. She was young,
perhaps twenty-four, once of Minyorn province in southern
Elvendere. Rumour had it that she’d made her way down through that
far southern region held by elves mostly loyal to the Tau, through
the ruins of Calhaneth and thence into Callodon before travelling
to Last Ridings. She had been no warrior, but trained as a weaver
of cloth, and it had been her Sight and her own handmade
camouflaged garments which had permitted her escape from the great
forest.

Alas, her
occupation and residence in that renowned but lowly and rustic
province meant she bore little in the way of military intelligence
to aid Last Riding’s understanding of events in the forest realm,
but the Sight passed only to those worthy of it, so Elayeen said,
and since Elayeen was the source of it, no-one was there who would
dream of gainsaying her. So the Sighted weaver, as skilled as any
other of elfkind with the bow, had volunteered to serve Gawain. And
there now she stood, bow resting on her boot, hair hidden by a wrap
of darkcloth, gazing out into the wilds.

It was too dark
to see her face, but her light shone bright as the sun, as did
Hagai’s, the dwarf now stirring the pot and tasting its steaming
contents before giving a nod.

Argovayne
handed the fellow his tankard, and the dwarf ladled the thick soup
into it without a blink of recognition or awareness that the cup
was in any way unique. The wizard gratefully received a battered
and broad-rimmed tin bowl that looked more like a pudding basin
than a drinking-vessel, and the two shivering battle-wizards sat in
their blankets sipping the hot and hearty fare.

Some time
later, and finally warm enough to speak, Argovayne broke the
silence.

“What in sight
of the moon are you doing here, Sten? What was that lunacy with the
Grimmand all about?”

“I might ask
you the same thing, Argo, especially since we were given to believe
that your path took you where none of Last Ridings was ever to go
in these dark times, and nowhere near my own.”

“You might ask,
but since I’m a prince of the realm and the Shi’ell to boot, you’ll
bloody answer my questions before I answer yours, brownbearded
goit.”

“Ah, yes, I
suppose it is a bit on the muddy side, now that you come to mention
it.”

“It and
everything else. What are you doing here? Is all well in Last
Ridings? I’ve been quietly going insane wondering what in sight of
the sun and stars was happening. Morag told me nothing, just as she
was ordered. What have you all been up to? And Kamryn? And my
father?”

“I cannot
really speak for anyone but myself, Argo, and I’m not entirely sure
I should. Your sister has become really rather… imposing.”

“So I’ve heard.
Start speaking for yourself then, the rest can wait a little
longer. I can understand now why my father’s patience with Sardor
Allazar failed him so often.”

“Something is
happening in Last Ridings, Argo, and no, before you ask, I know not
what. There has been much coming and going on the river all summer,
since spring even, or so I was told. Serre Hagai himself arrived
with a contingent from Threlland during one such period of great
activity, and I have learned that he did so as escort to Lord Rak
of Tarn…”

“My uncle Rak
is in Last Ridings?”

“Nope, he went
back to Crownmount on the boat, m’lord,” Hagai announced, stirring
the remains of the soup and refilling the cup Keara had been using.
“Left me and some more o’ the lads behind in case anything needed a
thrukken good pounding, smashing, or digging up. Me, I got bored
out me tiny skull waiting for such things as needed to be pounded,
smashed, or dug up, and on account of my being something of a
devious goit for a Threllander, I got to volunteer for this
wizards’ business afore anyone else did. So here I be, and happy I
be too to serve, m’lord. There’s more’n a few of us aspire to
Ognorm o’ the Ruttmark’s deeds and adventures, if only to give
someone else a thing or two to talk about in the pub of an evening
back ‘ome.”

Argovayne
nodded, but turned his odd-eyed gaze upon the mud-caked wizard.

“I think, Argo,
I am warm enough now to change into my spare clothes. I feel
somewhat exposed in spite of the blanket.”

“By yer leave,
m’lord, I’ll take missy Keara’s soup to her. She don’t eat enough
to keep a bird alive unless I insist on it.”

The dwarf stood
and wandered off to the ranger, and stood with her gazing out into
the wilds while Argovayne and Stentenenn dressed into their spare
clothing. They were shivering again by the time they’d taken their
places near the hearth once more, and the blankets were employed as
before, and another bubble of Aemon’s Fire raised at the end of the
sceptre to reheat the stones of the hearth.

“You’re really
rather good at that, Argo. Your control is much improved since last
I saw you.”

“Thank you. And
you, Sten, your fire seems broader and hotter than I’ve ever seen
you summon before. Is that a new staff?”

“Yes. Yes, it
is. Cut for me in the forest of Last Ridings, and fired, hardened
and bleached by Sardor Allazar himself. Stout white oak of Last
Ridings… I feel I have something of a home again, and I am
strangely proud of my new stick. Though I do miss my old one. I
carried it for so long, it felt like an old friend. Silly, I
know.”

“No,” Argovayne
shook his head, remembering the warped and twisted stave that was
as much a source of ridicule as the wizard’s speech and lack of
power once had been. That stave had been warped and twisted by the
fires poured from it into the Seekmaw which had mortally wounded
Stentenenn’s twin brother, Azarenn; the twin brother whose
suffering Stentenenn had spared with that very same warped stick.
“No
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