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Draecastle, late Harvesthaeme

Without a shred of feeling, and with no purpose other than curiosity, King Kyneweth knelt in front of the new altar.

There was a large sign on the wall behind, a flashing red sun on a black background set in a red square, big, bold and intense. Inside the red sun was a black triangle with a line through, an air symbol. It looked strong and powerful, very masculine.

A circular brazier stood on a dais in front of the king, red and yellow flames dancing in the large brass bowl. The startling red and black fire sign on the wall behind the altar somehow blazed with a greater intensity than the actual flames in front. It replaced the old wooden figure of Lady Merrie, the naked one with arms outstretched in welcome. King Kyneweth had no idea where that was now - probably gone to the bonfire. 

Kyneweth scrutinised the flames - this was what he was supposed to pray to now, to venerate. Nay ... not venerate ... worship.  He'd even been given a manuscript filled with special prayers to be spoken at certain times. Words to be chanted and quoted, learnt by heart...

... but not necessarily from the heart. 

The flames were high, the room stifling from the heat. Yet he felt no heat in him, and if truth be told, no veneration either, let alone worship. His heart was cold, had been cold since the day his beloved died in childbirth.

He blamed himself, his love for her, five children already begot on her and the sixth because  ... just because ... no other reason. Just for love and life and joy. The fifth child had weakened her, the physician said so, it would be best if there were no more. But the potions didn't sit well with her and in the end she became with child again.

He'd prayed to the Lady Merrie to help her, but he could see she weakened every day and ...  and  ... and ...  He never dwelt further on the thought.  Couldn't.

No one helped her; not him, nor physicians nor the Lady Merrie. 

Blast them all!

Even she herself, she wouldn't give up the child, it was her duty to give birth, she said, she couldn't take a life, no matter what. It was her choice. But the child weakened and sickened and died anyway.

He lost his life the day she died giving birth and he would never live again.  He was an automaton, living only to perform his duty to his land, his people, his children. Five motherless boys to train and tutor. He could have sent them away to other friends or relatives, it was custom among nobles, but he had no heart to lose them too. Yet he could not love them as he should, his heart was too cold.

There ... look at it ... that blazing fire!  What use was it to him?  Better a big block of ice to worship. That would be preferable; cold, like the darkest cave deep in the bowels of the earth. Cold, damp, dark and deep. A freezing pit of nothingness ... his heart.

This blazing flame - blast it - who cared about such things?  

Now, this new idea that man should rule Mer'edrynn, that he could rule over all Mer'edrynn? Oh yes, there was a thought, something to hand to his children, a country conquered for his sons. 

... Why not?

Strictly speaking, he didn't even own all of Segantium, only his corner of it. The Segantiae were an independent people, they liked 'councils' running the show, people they knew were experienced in many ways, had a good knowledge of local customs and were preferably to a degree, wise. Manecaestr was run by a Council of Elders composed of a mixed bunch of humans, elves, dwarves and whatever crawled out of the woodwork. The cities were linked by the Long Ride highway, several smaller towns sprawled along the route, trade passing to and fro. His first step therefore would be to take Segantium fully, rule it, control it, use the Long Ride to send masses of troops down.

Good idea ... Why not?

Just humans, this von Adamm said, just humans. This world was only big enough for us, get rid of the parasites. Destroy the rest, cleanse, purify the world.  Another good idea ... why not?

Remove all those stupid races, those bloody laughing elves, always smiling, 'ooh, isn't life wonderful',  'ooh, look at that pretty tree',  always bloody larking about. Too bloody handsome for their own good. Tree-hugging, bloody seducers of women - and men too, the blasted philanderers - and sneaky under it all.  Yes, they definitely had to go. He supposed the elf women ought to go also, they weren't up to much, all skinny, didn't know what male elves saw in them.

Damn mages too, with all that power at their fingertips - and what did they do with it?  Played stupid games lighting bonfires or making ice sculptures or painting bloody rainbows. Then of course there were those damn money-grabbing dwarves with their blasted beards and all that bloody bling they wore...

.. good metalworkers though. The dwarves could make a fine steel sword when they wanted, not to mention that incredible dwarven rope stuff. Clean and simple lines, very masculine, unlike that intricate elven flumduffery. Most of his armoury came from the Greyforge Clan, they mined iron ore a little further to the east, ran Hammerhold, a prosperous dwarven city based around the mines. Humans would just have to take over the city and run the mines themselves. Learn the craft. Why not? 

What couldn't humans do if they tried hard enough? 

Mind you, mining and smelting was damn hard, backbreaking work. Better the dwarves to do it, aye, keep them as slaves, take the profit from the mines for his kingdom.  Aye, why not?  He calculated he had enough soldiers to take the city by force, so ... why not?

He began to think his whole philosophy for taking over Mer'edrynn was, well ... why not?  This cult, this man cult of power and war and death  ... yes ... why not?

No woman to hold you, to break your heart, to offer too much life to you. It only weakened a man, struck a chain through his balls and pulled him along ... yes, get rid of all that stupid, unnecessary emotive stuff.  Burn it away until only cold grey ash remains. Purification through fire.

Perhaps there was something in the flames after all?

He looked at the brazier, the flames were hot and high, but only cold fire burned in his heart. Icy cold. But sometimes a cold fire was all you needed.

For who needed a why, when the answer was simply ... why not?

Absolute ruler of Mer'edrynn? ...he savoured the thought, rolled it around his tongue,  it tickled his indifferent taste-buds.  Yes indeed ... why not!

* 
[image: ]


The Palace of Orlandium, late Harvesthaeme.

Amber and the boys took their leave of an anxious King. The weather was turning and they were, like the king, anxious to get as much done as possible before winter arrived, because if not, it would indeed be a long cold winter. Alexis assured them he would create as large an army as possible, do his best to keep Westerling safe, perhaps eventually help Elvinhaeme. His realm had made money during the good years, time to use the surplus, spend it on defence, hire more mercenaries and at least double the size of his army. It would take time, but the defeat of the Adammites at Pennyport and the fishing villages of the south coast would give him some breathing space ... he hoped. 

It was the murmurings in his own ranks and in the city itself that worried him more and more. The undercurrents and muttering were growing stronger and louder. Somehow, he had to prevent Orlandium being taken from within.

King Alexis had no idea there was a traitor in his own Court.

* 
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The four took the main western High Road once more before turning northwards, through Rhiannon's Vale, towards Sunstones Temple. They rode fine steeds, taken from the battle outside Pennyport, enjoyed good comfortable saddles and capacious saddlebags. Amber was restless, Sunstones Temple had been desecrated by the Adammites, its priestesses abused, some raped and killed, as had happened at other temples of Merrie. But the fine Templar Knights had fought well and bravely, had given most of the priestesses time to run, had sacrificed themselves on their behalf. The Adammites were angry, took it out on the old stone circle, tried to destroy it, until a large contingent of King Alexis troops arrived and  regained the temple and the ancient site.

Many people on both sides lost their lives in those battles, whether fired up by an angry hatred of Merrievian life, or with a heart's desire to protect and preserve their home. It made no difference. In the end they were all, or mostly all, men; lives cut short because of a new ideal, a new ideology created by a man with a big mouth and the ability to use it to effect - good or bad.

But Someone was behind even that man, Someone who hated life per se.

Segantium was under Adammite rule, and a satisfied King Kyneweth sat smugly in his cold Haegudsael. He and von Adamm got on like a blazing house fire. Yet they were both used, had they but known it.

It was possibly a good time to be a human male there in the north, yet not so for any other species. There began a mass exodus of the Elder races from the land.

No matter what was happening in Segantium to the north, Amber longed to see the ancient stone circle for which the temple of Merrie had been built.  They needed to go north in any case, Sunstones was only a slight detour. The temple had been cleansed, the priestesses returned, new Temple guards posted, King Alexis was establishing a garrison there. She wanted to see it now it was back in King Alexis' domain, had wanted to go ever since she had been told about the invasion there. 

It was ancient, too far back into history to calculate; a great monument to time itself. Now, for the Michaelmas festival - held not actually at the autumn equinox but some days later - the priestesses would perform the first ceremony, cleansing the temple circle and the ancient stones, and welcoming the Change of Year with a big harvest festival.

She had always wanted to see the special stones. Had never gone, even when she was with the circus - high days and holidays were working days for the circus, doing their own performances on their regular circuit around Mer'edrynn. Her parents had spoken of it, they had once attended a Changing of the Year festival, had never forgotten the experience. They had filled Amber with curiosity and wonder and had promised to take her and her sister Anaïs. The harvest festival and the rededication of the temple after its desecration were unmissable.

But there was more than that. Amber felt a great need to go, a symbolic retuning of herself to the earth and to the great mysteries of nature.

As she said, 'we may never be able to do this again, guys. Besides we need to find people for our somewhat unconventional commando group, and we aren't going to find all the odd sorts we’re after merely along the Long Ride.'

The boys agreed. Somewhere in the backwaters were the individuals they needed, and in any case, none had ever attended a Sunstones festival. A Harvest festival, a rich thanksgiving of all of Merrie's good things, seemed an appropriate start. 

It was also an open act of defiance against Adammite decree.

They were glad of the horses now, good swift steeds, could cover ground more quickly and carry more equipment.  Before they left Orlandium they had stocked up on food and essentials, bought fresh clean bedrolls and blankets, extra cooking equipment in the shape of a good skillet and a decent-sized cook pot, and a larger tent for sleeping in.  They still kept Tamlyn's small elven tent, but that could be used for storing equipment from then on. They all piled in with familial cordiality when on the road, but extra space would be good.  Swords and daggers were also sharpened at the blacksmith's and the horses were freshly shod. 

The gold given to them by the king and the promissory notes given to Tamlyn meant money was no longer a problem. Both Tamlyn and Estrién drew cash from the Merchant’s Guild 'Mercantile and Standard Bank' before leaving, a long standing and reputable establishment covering several cities of Mer'edrynn. Estrién's own coin purse had dwindled steadily, he was glad to refill it. He didn't have Tamlyn's resources and needed to be more careful with cash, although he'd always paid his dues with them. As he explained,

'I have a small income from the land around my house, enough to sustain the manor and a couple of servants. Actually, they are two elderly elven ladies who have looked after me and my uncle, and fussed over me since I was ten years old. I have also money left to me by my uncle, plus a few investments, but they are not large, merely adequate. It is better for me to take only that which is needed and I am truly grateful to Tamlyn's father for his financial help.'

Dane and Amber were just glad to have their purses full for once.

They rode westwards along the main highway, well patrolled now, taking the longer but straighter route towards Sunstones via Rhiannon's Vale. 

Rhiannon's Vale was a large, wide valley, named after a mysterious rider of a magnificent white horse, long, long ago.  Such tales were told of a beautiful woman who captured the heart of the local chieftain, but he could only win her by beating her in a horse race. 

'You may have me,' she would laugh, 'but first you have to catch me...' She was wild and free, and full of self-confidence, for she had never been caught. The chieftain was determined to win her, and challenged her to a race. As they say, 'love conquers all' and he duly won the race. Actually he cheated, as often a lover will do to win his love, by putting a small amount of sleeping draught in an apple he offered as a gift to the horse - thereby slowing it down. But he never told her, and no one else knew, so she believed he had truly beaten her. As they say, all is fair twixt love and war.

For some time the couple were happy and the land grew fertile with their love, but eventually Rhiannon was spirited away by a rival and the land turned barren. The people began to starve. The heartbroken chieftain took his army and sought his love, eventually killing the rival. Only when she was safely returned and the two reunited, did the land become fertile again.  Her spirit lives on they say, for the valley is still green and fertile, and beautiful white horses, offspring of her glorious steed, roam the vale. But do not try to catch them, for they will outrun any horse; like Rhiannon, they are wild and free. If you are careful, and gentle, one may come to you, but they cannot be broken by anything other than love.

As the four rode through the valley, several of these beauties were seen to be grazing. They looked, as they were, independent, proud creatures. One or two looked up and gazed at them as they passed before returning to their feed, but none ran away.

It was an autumn-filled day of russet hues and misty grey; oaks, elms and sycamore trees crowded the gentle slopes of the hills on either side of the valley. The boughs of apple trees beloved by the horses, hung low with fruit. Occasionally a fawn or a red squirrel could be seen hopping between trees, startled by the sudden passing of the group.  Amber looked up as the greyish underbelly of a sharp-eyed kestrel hovered above, a tasty morsel no doubt hiding in the verdant field to their left across the river. It would wait until they had moved on before sweeping down for lunch.

They stopped briefly for a meal, they would catch their lunch here, the Tethés river was rich in bream and brown trout. Dane stood by its edge shooting down amberic flashes, hauling up the tasty fish. Like many things in the vale, the river was named after a great goddess, said to bring luck and abundance to the river. Fish were aplenty and the four sat happily munching on bread rolls, just-picked apples and trout baked crispy on their new skillet, smoky from the fire. They watched as salmon leapt upstream in the very centre of the river - too far to catch today - they were on their way to spawning grounds high in the Whitecap mountains. 

Estrién looked out across the great river. 'At least von Adamm hasn't as yet managed to pollute here, all looks normal,' he stated, wiping grease from his mouth. 'They must have come through this vale when they took Sunstones - yet it seems untouched.'

'I would imagine the river blocks him, rivers are very feminine, it's a wonder he can pass at all,' Dane replied. He paused in thought. 'Water is one possible way of beating him. His symbol is fire, yes? Plus he actually puts an air symbol into the centre, blowing it up even further. Water is soft, fluid and feminine, a perfect medium to destroy him.'

'How?' asked Amber.

'Poison, probably. They always call that the woman's weapon, so it would be perfect. Also, perhaps an earth poison in pure water in a silver chalice - opposite to everything he is. I'll think on it, decide which is best. It's an idea, no?'

They all agreed, it was one way to rid the world of him. Any way would do.

'Ideas are one thing,' objected Tamlyn, 'execution - in both senses - is another. This will take some serious planning.'

His three friends nodded sagely, but Estrién seemed to no longer be listening, one of the vale's pure white horses had ambled up to him. The others watched astonished as it lowered its head to be stroked and petted by him, before she gave a whinny and ambled off. He stood watching her go, his generous smile lighting up his face. He grabbed an apple and followed it a way, speaking softly.

'Don't run, my beauty, don't run,' holding out the apple. The horse's honest eye turned to him, before bending down to nibble grass. He offered the apple, gently blowing into its nostrils, stroking its mane, scratching its neck. The mare munched contentedly. Estrién turned to the other three, 'I wonder ... I mean ... do you think ...?'  He carried on stroking and petting the horse, then abruptly walked away.

The horse followed him, bent her head and nudged him in the back. He turned, laughed and offered another apple, she took it eagerly, then he walked away again. Still the horse followed. Estrién went over to his own horse, the bay from the battlefield outside Pennyport, gave her an affectionate pat.  The white mare gave a snuffling snort as if she was disgusted at Estrién's choice. Estrién turned back to her, looked her in the eye.

'Well ... will you let me ride you, or do you just like me for my apples?' he laughed. She bowed her head. Quickly he took the bridle and reins from the bay, slipped them over the white mare's head. She didn't refuse, although looked a little startled, backed away slightly. But he continued speaking softly as he mounted her. He didn't bother with a saddle, preferring to feel the horse beneath him. Elves rarely needed saddles, although Tamlyn liked the comfort of one. 

She suddenly ran off, first a canter then into a strong gallop along the riverbank. She didn't attempt to throw him off, rather it seemed as if she was showing him what she was capable of. As he settled, or more correctly as she felt he settled on her, she began to run like the wind, Estrién's hair streaming behind, his eyes sparkling with delight. She ran until she and Estrién were specks in the distance, before she turned around and brought him back. As he jumped off her, she stamped a foreleg gently, as if to say, 'what about that then?'

It was obvious she had come to stay.

Tamlyn and the others clapped as they returned, congratulating Estrién on the magnificent horse, snow white, an utter beauty. 'Now you have a horse fit for a king, my friend, for she is clearly yours.  What will you name her?'

'I already know her name, for she told me,' a grinning Estrién replied, then suddenly looked down. '... Have you seen White Star?' he asked, pointing at the sword. It was shining brightly and a pleasant hum came from inside the scabbard as it lay on the ground. He picked it up, placed it on his back. 'Now I have a wonderful sword and a beautiful horse. She is Elara, a lunar name, a goddess name. So now I carry a star and I ride the moon,' he laughed happily. 'But by my side is the bright sun, for Amber shines far above us all.'

Amber blushed a little, she was embarrassed by obvious compliments, but took his hand. 'She is beautiful, my love, you and she look perfect together.'

*
[image: ]


Later, they put a leading rein on the bay horse and rode north wards to Sunstones, Estrién tall and proud as he rode Elara. People's eyes widened as he passed, pointing out the beautiful white horse. The small town was filling up as they arrived, carts and baggage everywhere, they wouldn't be able to get rooms. Michaelmas was on the morrow, the day of hiring and firing, and a big harvest festival. Most of the harvest was now in, farmhands wanted their pay and looked to be hired again or to take on other work. 

Estrién took the bay to Sunstones temple, offered it to the priestesses there.

'I am sure you lost many steeds when the Adammites came. I have been blessed with a beautiful horse from Rhiannon's vale, so I give this to you for your use.' The priestesses accepted gladly, they were in dire need.

'Why didn't you sell it?' Dane asked him. 

'Couldn't do that, for one thing, it was never my own. But I have been given a great gift, it is right that I offer one in her place. I also know that the priestesses of Sunstones will look after the bay, and that counts with Elara.'

Dane nodded, accepting the fairness of Estrién's reply. He felt edgy, a little uncomfortable here. By now the night had turned dark, he was hungry and thirsty and the place was crowded. He wasn’t sure why Amber had brought them here, not that he didn’t enjoy a good festival, it was just that they needed to get on with finding von Adamm. Still, here they were; they erected their tents in the field near the town, before taking the horses to be stabled overnight.  Elara would not be stabled, but accepted a warm bran mash before running off. 

'It's OK, I only have to call or whistle for her,' Estrién stated. 'I know she'll be back.'

The field was full of festival goers, people longing to take part in a Merrie festival now that the Adammites had gone, and there were many traders and farmers who would set up their stalls on the perimeter of Sunstones itself on the morrow. Big festivals meant big markets.

It already felt like something of a festival, there were flaming bonfires, people singing and dancing, some enterprising types had set up food and drink stalls, and a few acrobats and jongleurs were playing to the crowds. Amber and the boys wandered, trying out the local delicacies such as stargazey pie - a fishy dish where small herrings were laid inside a pie crust in a star shape, and  lardy cake, a sweetened pastry with dried currants and raisins, hearing snatches of tales and fantastic stories.

Two things worried them, however. The massive, ancient oak that grew in the centre of the huge stone circle had been cut down by the Adammites, and the willow trees that circled the edge of the huge moat all around the plain had been chopped to pieces. The willows weren't so bad, the stumps were already regrowing, willow easily replenishing itself, but the oak was gone forever. There were even rumours that the great temple stones had also been hacked at. That would ruin the festival - any festival there - the stones were famous for the ancient rite of Ringing of the Changes.

And at every turn of season, on the great festivals of the year, from the immemorial past to the present, the stones would Ring the Changes, echoing their ancient song across the land. As the old season died, the new was born with gusto.

The temple of Sunstones also held many music festivals here, and great open-air competitions of music and song. Bards and instrumentalists came from all over the country, even across the waters to take part. It is said that some of the finest bards of Draconia had played here, including the greatest of all, Talyessen Fair Brow.

Amber and the boys went over to see what they could.  It wasn't dark, many torches lit the circles as priestesses and craftsmen strove their best to make things right for the feast day on the morrow.  But although she had never seen it before, the centre looked empty and violated.

Amber shuddered, she had known all along. The Adammites wanted to destroy all that was good of their culture. If hacking and slashing and killing and raping could win them their world, they would do so. It seemed to Amber it was nothing more than an unleashing of anger by callow youths who knew they could never rise to true manhood. Yet many of these weren't youths, were full grown  adults - dissatisfied, displaced or merely swayed by the unreasonable rantings of a power-crazed man.

They went back to their tent to sleep not that there was much sleep in a field of excited and mostly drunken feasters, and they were up very early as the farmers and traders moved to Sunstones Circle to get good places and set up for the day.

The huge stone circle was set on a vast plain by the side of the river Tethés, at the end of Rhiannon's Vale. Occasionally the river flooded, so, sometime in the long past, a bright spark had the idea to make a massive moat all the way around the outside of the circle of stones, to take excess water from the river. This meant that the Sunstones plain remained well drained. The moat was a good distance from the stone circles; thousands of people could fit inside the circle on the plain. There were run-offs too, just in case of winter floods, drainage into distant fields.  It also protected the town, for now that the area no longer flooded, the town slowly grew. Four bridges were erected across the moat, to the north, south, east and west, to be used ritually according to the seasons.

There were many tales as to how this magnificent monument of stone had been erected. Some said that giants brought the beautiful blue stones from their homeland across the sea, carrying them on their backs, or that a wonderful magician had lifted them with his own magic  - Dane thought that unlikely, maybe a hundred mages could lift one of them - but most simply said they had been brought with the hard sweat and tears of many men using carts and rollers and pulleys. 

And some said they came from the stars, brothers and sisters flying down from who knows where, turned to eternal stone as they landed on our world, unused to our atmosphere.  Always and forever they would look up to the sky, to the stars above, never to return home.

Whatever the case, they were beautiful. As the autumn sun rose, they sparkled with an electric-blue beauty on the wide green plain that Michaelmas morn. Twenty four stones in all, set in pairs, each harmonizing with the next pair. Nothing could detract from their elegant majesty or their might.

But to those who knew, who were close enough to see, parts had been hacked at with huge axes. The priestesses had found pieces in the grass, including one quite large slab. Yet, even this morning, the masons of Westerling (specially selected from that Honourable and Ancient order of men) were hard at work along with the musicians of the temple with tuning forks in their hand, in a last attempt to correct the stones. It would take years to repair, to make the stones fully harmonise as one, if indeed Sunstones could be repaired.

Yet, the very centre of the great temple was empty, the magnificent ancient oak was gone, and a great hole was left. Amber asked one of the priestesses about it.

'They tore it down with their axes, and dug it out by the roots. It was left in pieces after they went, they were still trying to chop it apart when King Alexis' men came to rout them. We are going to have a bonfire around the winter solstice, the wood should be seasoned enough by then and it will burn steadily for a long time. We'll make it a big festival, but also a funeral. The bodies of the brave Temple Knights who gave their lives for us will be interred in the hole there, the oak placed on top. We've also collected acorns from the tree and planted them earlier this year. As the saplings grow we intend to make a woodland path to the oaken grove to the north of Sunstones - each sapling will be named after one of the knights. We'll add more oaks to the sacred grove as well, maybe in time, the dryads will return here.'

Dane looked up, 'I'm half dryad through my mother, can I look at the saplings? I can perhaps bless them, give them a little magic from my staff, it's very old, it might help them grow.' It pained him to see the massive hole. He felt strained, had felt it since he arrived, a blood-pulse irritation. Part of him wished Amber hadn't brought them here.

The surprised priestess looked up at him. 'You're half dryad - you don't take after your mum, do you?' she laughed. 'Yes, later I'll take you back to the Temple quarters, the saplings are in the inner temple gardens. We would appreciate your help.'

They watched as gardeners arrived with big tubs made from oak barrels, carried in on wheelbarrows, all filled with mauve Michaelmas daisies.  They carefully placed them in a circle around the hole, then great dishes of carrots and blackberries, traditional for this time of year, were placed between. It was an offering, no more than that, nothing could seriously replace the old oak.  

The great circle was filling up with people, stalls set up around the perimeter, musicians suddenly started tuning their instruments to play in the competitions later.

All at once a great horn rang out and a procession began from the West Bridge. The High Priestess in her ceremonial pure white gown carried a large platter;  a great mass of mistletoe from branches of the old oak was brought forth and intertwined with the rest of the offerings. Sacred mistletoe, healing mistletoe, Merrie's Blessed magickal mistletoe.

A line of priestesses followed her, both human and elven, and behind them twenty four men and women in pairs who would 'Ring the Changes', each carrying two brass sceptres, followed by twenty four bell ringers. Many bell ringers were elven, the sound of bells sweet to an elven ear. The sceptre bearers were clanging the sceptres together and the bell ringers were ringing their brass bells. It was both sweet and harsh at the same time, atonal in character, setting the sounds for the Ringing of the Stones.

The chattering crowd became silent, an electric expectation, as the High Priestess lifted her arms. 

'Welcome to Sunstones, my friends, welcome to the Harvesthaeme festival of Michaelmas. 

Let me first give grateful thanks to King Alexis for sending his troops to retake our sacred temple, and for leaving a garrison here to support us. Without his aid Sunstones would still be in the hands of the Adammites.'

She stopped as the crowd gave a spontaneous cheer for the King. She looked to the gaping hole that had been the old oak. 'This is the first ceremony to be held here without the sacred oak in over a thousand years,' she cried. 'They came, they slaughtered and good men died on our behalf. Those beings - I cannot call them men - tore down an ancient and sacred tree - why? ... Just because it was there, because it represents us. It had done them no harm, but it is a symbol of our faith and our love. Only a hole remains. However, that will not stop us, nor will the fact that the stones may not ring true this year, thanks to the vandalism caused by those who would destroy our ways. For I assure you that our great craftsmen, our fine stonemasons and musicians will work together to mend these stones and they will eventually sing their magic to us all. It is a long, painstaking task, we must do it well, or not at all, but it will be done. 

The Ringing of the Changes, the welcoming of the seasons has been rung for a thousand years and we will not bow to wanton juvenile destruction. It may today not sound quite as pure as in years' past, but nevertheless, we will Ring the Changes once more.

So today, we cleanse the aura of our circle, with love and healing, with light and music. I hope you all enjoy the day, and that the Lady Merrie shines on all of you.

Let the festivities begin and the Blessings of the Lady to you all.'

For a few moments she held her head in meditation, then asked for everyone to repeat the Mother prayer. 'Please pray, not for yourselves, but for those who died that we could live. Our Temple Guards made the ultimate sacrifice for Lady Merrie, protecting us as we ran. Let us honour them as they should be honoured.'

As the crowd murmured the prayer, the priestesses roamed the circle with lit censers, a clean and woody smell from the smoke, they circumnavigated each huge stone, whispering blessings as they did so.  Eventually they seemed satisfied and the sceptre bearers and bell ringers took their places.

There was absolute silence on the plain, a stillness before the storm, the crowd hushed with anticipation - and a little trepidation. 

How would the stones sound now they were vandalised?

The High Priestess nodded to the first two sceptre bearers, the ones near the Autumn Stones at the West of the Circle, who began the first Ringing. It altered according to the time of year, north, south, east or west; as did the beat of the heavy brass sceptre. The pair, male and female, had trained for years, knew their stones well, knew the sounds and the tones, knew just where to ring them, the knowledge passed down through centuries. For every male sceptre bearer there would be a female bell ringer, and vice versa, for above all, the Stones were a symbol of harmony.

Man and woman side by side, opposite and equal, in perfect balance, echoing the sound of the land together.

The two sceptre bearers lifted their sceptres, looked at each other, a slight nod was seen and the four sceptres came crashing down on the stones. At first there was little to hear, a slight discordant sound, people's hearts were troubled, for who knew how it would be? Again the sceptres were lifted, again they crashed on the sides of the huge blue rocks, still a little discordant. But then it began to rise  as the sceptres clashed continually from side to side of the stone, different places according to the rites, each sound echoing against itself, a strange keening hum, slowly turning louder. The discordance mellowed, was swallowed up by the whole sound, the notes varying but harmonising.

Once it reached a certain level, the second pair of stones was then started and as before  they built up, harmonising, resonant with the first. Before the first sounds were fading the third and fourth stones joined in, keeping the ringing hum going, up or down in tone and note.  Then the fifth and sixth joined in, the seventh and eighth. The sound built in strength, the echoes continuing, the overall sound resonating over the plain.

This carried on throughout the circle, growing in volume until all twenty four stones sounded the rondo. As it reached the first stones, the rhythm began again, beating a wordless chant to the world. One or two of the stones were slightly out of harmony at first, but seemed to settle as the sheer bulk of the stone took over. Priestesses and musicians were seen to smile, things didn't sound quite as bad as they feared, just the occasional slight atonal jar, like a musician in a large orchestra whose instrument is not quite in tune. But the orchestra was large enough to compensate, and these huge stones began to resonate freely and fully. The sceptre bearers were now in full swing, grim looks were already turning to satisfied smiles and now the bell ringers were joining in, harmonising with the ringing, singing stones. 

It was an ancient sound, of power and might and joy; sweet and strong, a land in accord with its people.

The Adammites might have hacked at the great stones, had tried to destroy their beauty, but the stones were more powerful by far than mere mortal man. They would outlast the race that created the magic of the singing stones.

The ancient plain began to ring with harmonic waves, the sound pulsating outwards, so loud it was almost physical, the crowd now wide eyed and listening intently. Already amberic flashes could be seen as the sceptres clashed with the stones, short sparks of blue and white light irradiating the huge circle. Great 'oohs' came from the crowd as the stones flashed and their internal, infernal nature was released.

Amber let the sound wash over her, this was the sound of power.

Estrién realised White Star was singing with the stones, humming on his back. He took it out of its scabbard to let it join in, the opalstone and the sword sparkling in the morning light.  People close by could hear it, they looked in wonder at him, he laughed with the joy of it. He held it in his hand high in the air, and took Amber's hand with the other, smiling with pleasure.

But he wasn't the only one drawn to the circle of sound. 

Dane, a strange sense of loss inside him, felt his oaken staff weeping, then trembling in his hand. He held it in front of him, feeling it buzzing and thrumming. He'd been at odds with the world since arriving here, now he understood, nay, should have understood before.

He realised that here had been the very tree from which came his oaken staff and he felt its pain, its loss. Magic power was building up in the staff quicker than he had known, whether from the staff itself or himself as a conduit, it wasn't clear. He'd always thought that the staff was a conduit for his magic but it now felt in control of him, not the other way round. He shook his head, confused, yet he and the staff were one. He had to get to the centre of the circle before it built up too much,  get it away from the main crowd before anyone got hurt. He knew it would burst out soon, he was holding it in, he was full of mana, full of expectant energy. 

In short ...  he fizzled.

Carefully so as not to disturb the Ringers, he walked to the centre where the ancient oak had grown. Like the staff, or perhaps with the staff, he found he was weeping, tears slowly rolling down his face. But his anguish turned to anger at the sheer vandalism, the senseless waste, the stark and empty hole where there was once a magnificent oak. He hated these people for what they had done, their mindless vandalism. The feeling from the staff also changed. With a degree of trepidation he found it was now vibrating in wild and irate violence. It echoed in him, angry magic, anguished magic. It grew until he could no longer contain it. The sounds of the stones rang through his body, vibrating through the staff. 

The tree had been part of the ceremony, had rustled and bowed as the vibrations from the stones flew across the plain. Sometimes the electric flashes of the ringers had hit the tree, branches flared and burnt, the electric remaining deep in the roots. Sometimes a great thunderstorm had ridden the plains, tearing branches off, firing up a section of the tree. Lightning seems to make for an oak, to discharge deep into the bowels of the earth. But always the old tree had survived, stronger than the storm.  

But it wasn't stronger than the cruelties of man.

Dane stood close to the centre, knowing time was now limited, the power had to come out, to take part, to be one with the stones. He lifted the staff high, pointing upwards, barely able to hold it even with both hands. The staff vibrated violently and finally a massive amberic bolt suddenly burst from the top, flew wildly into the air, a great explosion of light and magic. It frizzled with blue and white sharpness, circling above him, before rolling purposely towards the first Sunstone, flashing and crashing around it, as if trying to link itself to the stones. The dazzling light from the staff shot onwards to the next stone and the next, then from stone to stone until the tops of the whole stone circle each held a corona of amberic flashing light. Twenty four stones, all linked by sound - were now also linked by the blue lightning from the centre, from Dane's ancient staff. 

The huge blue circle of stone wore its own halo of fluorescent luminescence - a massive sparkling, electric blue crown.

The crowd stood in stunned silence.

Dane found he couldn't stop, continued blasting amberic light into the sky. He held the staff tightly with both hands, trying to keep it controlled, and swung it round in sweeping circles in the air, blue light frizzling and sizzling all around him.

The Stoneringers carried on, ignoring the lightning bolts above them, yet comprehending their power. They had their job to do, their duty to perform, wielding their brass sceptres, hands protected by thick leather gloves.  Sparkling flashes caused by the Stoneringers added to the bolts flaring around the tips, brilliant blue light crackling through the temple stones. 

The blue stones now sang sharp notes, the sound rising higher and higher, louder and louder, all twenty four stones ringing in harmony, the bell-ringers playing a sweet but urgent descant to the stonesong. What was once twenty four separate stones, was now one whole circle; it began to be felt physically, a heartbeat of power, the stones vibrating as one, reverberating off each other. The stone circle slowly became a temple of rolling sound and effervescent light, gaining in power as it grew louder. 

It rang its ancient song, it took the power of the earth and it raised it to the heavens. 

The crowd could feel a humming through their bodies, vibrations leaking out from the stones to the watching crowd. The humming became buzzing, the buzzing became thrumming, and the thrumming eventually grew to an overwhelming wave of sound.  On and on it went, rolling over the plain, deep into the hearts and minds and souls of all who heard it. The crowd stood silent, many with eyes closed, feeling the power of the ringing stones, the thrumming beating in their bones. They took the power of the ancient circle, the age-old rhythm. 

The Stoneringers plied their instruments with joy in their hearts; the singing stones sang back. 

They Rang the Changes as they always had, as the year turned to Autumn, as the year moved on; from time past, to this magical moment, to the future. The Stones had been rung for a thousand years, an eternal echo into the ether, a great sound of joy, of triumph, of power. 

They rang across the ancient plain, across the countryside, across Mer'edrynn, bringing in the new season, acknowledging the cycle of life, the power and ancient wisdom of the land. On and on and on it rang, with sharp-sweet clarity, a pure life-pulsating circle. 

And the people partook of the age old ceremony and welcomed the season as they always had, their bones thrilling with effervescent life. There was light on their faces and joy in their hearts. They laughed and danced and looked with pleasure upon their fellow beings. 

The land, if just for a few moments, was in harmony with its people. 

Only when the Stoneringers grew tired did the thrumming begin to ease down, for even good things must end. It rolled out like thunder, then gently eased away.

Eventually, like the Stoneringers and bell ringers, Dane's staff began to calm, it had fulfilled its purpose here, the mass of electric storm now riding the stones,  an entity of its own. He lowered his arms, he was exhausted, it had taken much from him, but the feeling was wonderful. He had touched a level he had not previously known. Silently he stood watching the storm he had created above the stone circle. 

He knew it was right, it had to be. Amber had been correct in her need to come here, she had brought him to this moment. Bless the woman, he thought, offering a small prayer in this sacred place. Bless her, and please let me keep her safe with all the power I have in me, for I love her more than she will ever know.

For a few more minutes the stones flashed and sparkled, then they too began to die down. Only now, as the sound lessened could the tiny imbalances caused by the Adammites be heard. Tiny, but still there, work would need to be done for some time to perfect the stones once more. Yet their sheer power had proved too much for the vandals.

The tiring Stoneringers carried on, creating their own flashes, but slowly, they too brought down the tempo until they stopped one by one, only exhaustion ending the Song. The Ringer with the last Autumn stone gave one final clash before bowing his head. He could do no more.

The crowd didn't clap, instead there was a saddened communal 'oh' as the ringing stopped, it could go on forever for them. There was a brief and solid silence. Then someone started cheering and soon everyone was joining in, along with somewhat loud and discordant notes from anyone who had brought an instrument. Eventually everyone began laughing.

The High Priestess stood by the Autumn stones, smiling and looking somewhat dazed. She raised her hand for silence.

'Thank you everyone; that was magnificent.' She arched an eyebrow, 'I think we're back, aren't we?' There was a great cheer from the crowd. She kept it brief, realising there was little to say after such an event.  'Let the music festival now continue and I hope you all enjoy yourselves. I would like to thank the mage for his addition to our ceremony, and I would also like to speak with him.' It sounded like a warning. 

Dane was embarrassed now, it had been spontaneous and he realised he was probably in trouble. He was trying to hide, mingle with the crowd - he hadn't chosen to do this, it had just happened. But people were clapping him on the back and pushing him forward, pointing him out to the High Priestess. He felt like there was a huge sign in the air pointing out 'it were 'im.'

She pushed her way through the crowd to him, looked him in the eye.

'What made you do that?' she asked.

Dane just shook his head, 'Not my doing. The staff started going mad in my hand. It's very old and today I realised it came from this very tree, probably is almost as old as the oak. It needed to do that, a great protest by the staff at the wrong done to the tree. I merely held it while it screamed.'

The High Priestess nodded, she understood. 'You must be a very powerful mage to wield that staff, to have kept control of it as you did - that lightning could have gone anywhere, hit the crowd.'

Dane bowed before he spoke again. 'I thank you for that, my Lady, and I am just learning to truly use this staff. But I assure you, the crowd were never in any danger. I only know it fits me perfectly and I shall spend the rest of my life learning to use it. '

'Come and spend the night in the temple quarters, bring your friends, we will make room for you. I should like to meet Knight Commander Estrién, we have been told about him. This ceremony went far better than I could imagine, I ... we ... thank you.'

Dane explained they had tents in the camping field, but would come on the morrow; he was going to look at the young saplings, check them over.

She bowed and left to mingle with the rest of the crowd and listen to the musicians, there were competitions to hold and to judge. Dane heaved a relieved sigh. He turned to Amber to thank her.

'You knew we needed to come here, you were so right. Thank you, my love,' kissing her cheek. She just smiled, accepting, she had felt it in her bones.

Needless to say the four didn't need to pay for any food or drink that day, it was plied upon them. Dane was a master of magic and his friends basked in his glow.

They called at the Temple the following morn, the High Priestess awaiting them, anxious to speak to Estrién, to hear news and for him to tell her of the King's plans. He told what he could, then it seemed she was interested in his sword, or more correctly, the stone in the sword. She looked at it with delight.

'I knew of this, all High Priestesses of the main temples know of it, but none knew it belonged in a sword. We only knew it was very precious, and we had to take good care of it. it is probably priceless. But it was merely a precious stone, albeit a beautiful one. We were told that long ago, a young priestess found it as she wandered an oak wood at midnight on the eve of Lughmas. The stone was in the bole of an old oak, shining through the hole, lighting the night. She put her hand inside the tree and found this beautiful opalstone, which she brought to the Temple. We knew it was sacred in some way, we knew it had to be kept safe.'

Amber put out her hand to stop her, 'I know,' she began, 'I know. I dreamed I was she, I walked through that forest, I found the tree and the stone. I turned and Estrién was there, I gave him the stone. I was not aware I actually carried that stone until the High Priestess at Orlandium opened the small casket. Then I knew, I was absolutely sure.'

Estrién gazed softly down at her, gently kissed her lips, 'I too should have known, my love, I should have realised.' He looked across at the priestess, adding proudly, 'and of course it is a fire opal, Amber is in that stone.'

The priestess nodded, 'it is right, it is so, and it comes at our time of need. Wield it wisely, Sir Estrién, that is most important of all. I cannot ask you to wield a sword with love in your heart, but you can be just and fair.' She wished blessing upon them and left.

Dane meanwhile was in the Inner Temple gardens admiring the variety of species, herbs and flowers, especially since the garden had been devastated by the Adammites during their brief sojourn here. The priestess explained.

'We took seeds and cuttings of what was left, replanted some, we are still repairing it. Local people have been wonderful, brought samples of many species here for us, given us good specimens, it will probably be better than ever. Nature has a way of recreating herself,' she ended happily. 

Dane took a look at the tiny oak saplings - just past seedlings - held his staff over the trays.  A soft cloud seemed to hover over the tiny shoots, gentle magic rained down. 'Yesterday it seemed angry, but today it feels like a mother feeding her children. I hope it has done some good,' he stated. The young priestess hoped so too.

The group were treated to a fine lunch at the temple and left later in the afternoon.

'Thought I was in trouble yesterday,' Dane confessed as they took the path north-east towards Lake Whitwell. 'But I couldn't have stopped it, and if I'd stayed where I was my staff would have discharged into the crowd.' The others shuddered at the thought.

'It seems your staff has a mind of its own,' suggested Estrién, 'much like my sword.'

'Not to mention your horse,' responded Tamlyn. 'Better not upset Elara, I suspect she'll throw you off.'

Estrién patted the mare lovingly; she whinnied in response and galloped ahead. The other three followed with speed; the pleasant sojourn was over, there was work to be done.
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Chapter 2
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They weren't the only ones moving northwards that day, many from the festival were also going home. Most people were on foot, some carrying musical instruments, some with tents and baggage. Some felt triumphant, having won awards and prizes at the festival. Everyone spoke about the stoneringing, how marvellous it had been and several times Dane was pointed out as he passed by on his horse, great cheers would go up for him. 

As the day wore on they came across a small crowd of people following an odd looking person playing an even odder melody. A tall man wearing a long, loose, pale green mage gown and a richer, reddish brown mage's cloak, was whistling a haunting tune on a willow flute.  He blew through the top of the flute, and tapped the end of it. The notes changed according to how hard he blew and the man knew every nuance. It was the same flute played by shepherds and goatherds on lonely thyme-covered hillsides to while away the hours, but this man was a maestro holding his followers spellbound. 

On his head was a wide-brimmed hat made of woven green willow, yellow catkins pushed hither and thither along with other odds and ends pushed through. It clearly wasn't just a hat but a receptacle; small whistles, pointed sticks and strands of raffia were woven artistically into the fabric. It perched itself above a longish face where a pair of soulful brown eyes gleamed at the world. The hands
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