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Book 2


Prologue

 


Everything is
really big when you’re a mouse, really really big, and
things happen really really quickly, and and and then you can find
yourself in a hole in a tree with big nasty things outside and you
wonder how you got there when you really only went in to the edge
of the woods to fetch acorns for your friend Pig. And and and it’s
really really hard to think when your heart’s going
lickety-split ten to the dozen!

Wonderwit the
Mouse, as told to Dog

 


I swear by the
vakin Teeth, if I ever meet a talking mouse? I’m going to
incinerate the irritating little dungferwits the moment the first
word’s out of its imbecile mouth.

Argovayne
Justinnian Seraneth Varan Raheen, Son of Gawain,

as told to the
Bard-Chronicler Lyssa of Callodon

 



 


1. Fretting

 


Wonderwit
twitched his wee little whiskers, and sniffed the air again. It was
dark in his little hidey-hole, dark and damp and smelly there in
the foot of the gnarled old tree-trunk. The fox was still outside,
waiting in the shadows of night. And so too was the owl.

His little
heart was beating lickety-split, lickety-split, lickety-split ten
to the dozen, and he shivered, for Wonderwit the wee little mouse
was very, very scared.

 


Serves the
vakin idiot right, Argovayne shook his head in disgust and disdain
and sniffed, listening to the two wizards breathing low and deep in
their sleep. A hole in the foot of a tree was a stupid place for
any mouse to hide, never mind a talking one who should’ve learned
so many lessons from his earlier adventures, but so obviously
hadn’t. Argovayne tilted the book a little, the better to
illuminate its ancient pages by the light of dim glowstones set in
the roof above him.

 


“Come out,
you silly wee mouse,” hooted the wise old owl. “That’s no place for
a brave and adventurous mouse to spend the rest of his
days!”

“Yes,”
whispered the soothing voice of the sly old fox. “You should listen
to Owl, you know. He’s very wise. Come out, dear little
fellow!”

“Shan’t!”
Wonderwit called out from the very back of the little hidey-hole.
He didn’t like it there, but staying where he was seemed a much
better idea than stepping out into the moonlight where Owl and Fox
were waiting, for in spite of all their promises that they would be
friends with him, Wonderwit didn’t quite believe them.

 


Argovayne shook
his head again, this time sadly, and studied the faded illustration
on the story’s facing page. It was well and lovingly drawn, and
showed the little mouse peering from the hole, or rather just his
eyes, nose and whiskers, illuminated by a beam of moonlight
perhaps. Nearby, a fox, all slitty-eyed cunning and sinister,
licked its lips in anticipation, a chequered napkin already tied
about its neck and a knife, fork, and plate on a tree-stump nearby.
And above them both, perched on a branch, its back to the reader,
the owl. The wise old owl, who’d gotten the mouse into this mess in
the first place.

Don’t trust
the vakin owl, you stupid mouse, Argovayne thought to himself,
and closed the book, slipping it quietly into his backpack before
standing, slinging the pack over his shoulders, and padding quietly
through the puddles to the door of the down-below, bow in hand. The
mud that had tumbled into the entrance when the buried portal door
had clicked open three days earlier had been heaped to one side,
allowing the door to be closed and opened freely. He opened it, and
stepped outside, pausing to sniff the air.

Neither Fox nor
Owl were there to greet him. Just another Callodon night, hot and
sticky, the skies cloudy, trapping the heat of the day, obscuring
the stars and threatening another heavy shower of the kind that had
dripped through the roof of a refuge revealed and opened by
Argovayne’s bracer a day or two west of Port Yarris.

It was by no
means a Dun Meven or Dunbere, nor even a Crown Peak. It was in fact
little more than a dark little hidey-hole, a shelter hidden within
a mound that could hardly be described as a hill, scarcely big
enough for the three of them and the horses. There was water in
there, cool and clear in a pool, but nothing else. No weapons, no
food, no tunnels containing stores secreted in far ancient days by
the far ancient mystics who’d created the place. Just a hole, in
the foot of a small bump of a hill.

It was at least
stone-built inside, Argovayne acknowledged as he climbed up onto
the summit and cast a Sighted gaze around, and it was hidden from
view as well as from common knowledge, and that made it
considerably more secure than a hole in the ground in the foot of a
tree. Wonderwit the bold, curious, and adventurous wee mouse had
chosen poorly; it wouldn’t be long before Fox became impatient for
his dinner and started using his paws to dig through the mouldering
leaf litter and soft earth at the foot of the tree. The stone
shelter made in Aemon’s time might fare little better against a
concerted attack by a determined enemy, but at least its
construction shielded the white-haired occupants from the mystic
senses of any dark enemy which might otherwise be stalking them. Or
so they hoped.

By now, Kamryn
Crownguard should be in Port Yarris proper, and should have sent
his messages to Last Ridings. She would need to wait in the harbour
town for a reply, during which time a healer could be sought to
provide professional attention to the wound on her thigh. Knowing
Kamryn as he did, Argovayne didn’t doubt she would seek out the two
Kindred Rangers stationed there, introduce herself and command
their assistance, find the port’s birdmaster and send the messages,
and then she would attend to her own needs.

He sighed, not
for the first time when he thought of her, and visions of a river
of dark wet hair clinging to the soft and tender skin of her
soap-soaked back and shoulders rushed unbidden to his mind’s eye,
also not for the first time. The sight of her bathing in the stream
near the unnamed stone circle wherein an Orb-shadow had been
destroyed had etched itself deep into his memory, even though the
reality had been but a fleeting glimpse. Her absence was keenly
felt, and not just by Argovayne.

It had taken
them two days travelling after the final destruction of Raheen to
find this place, and here Argovayne and the two wizards had
remained, with Kamryn sent on her way in spite of all her protests
to the contrary. But she knew her duty, and with teeth clenched
against the emotions he’d seen roiling within her, she had hurried
away, riding as quickly as the fresh stitches in her leg would
allow, the packhorse following dutifully behind.

It was June
29th. Five days since the cataclysm triggered by
Argovayne’s inserting of the Morgmetal shard into the home-stone in
the marble floor of his grandfather’s hall. Five days since the
razing of Raheen, and the raising of a wall against Pellarn. And
still he felt the shock of it, the pain of it, the misery of it. No
final Syf had come to rob him of himself and thus to leave him the
cold and heartless wolf of myth. He remained Argovayne, son of
Gawain and Elayeen. Prince of Raheen, whatever that meant now.

Satisfied that
nothing was revealed to his full Sight that shouldn’t be, he sank
gracefully to sit cross-legged, his oft-abused longbow lying across
his lap and the white Dymendin sceptre in its tubular leather
sheath jabbing him painfully in the side until he adjusted its
position. Stiff breezes swirled, bringing a little relief from the
sultry heat, and the dampness in the air testified to earlier rains
and the likelihood of another summer thunderstorm bubbling up from
the Callodon coast.

The world is
changing… Sardor Allazar’s voice seemed to whisper in the
wind.

No,
Argovayne thought back. It has changed beyond recognition, and
it was my hand wrought the change, and brought down my father’s
homeland, laid low the mountain, and walled in for all time the Old
Kingdom.

Other voices
then competed for his attention, ancient voices and new, but he
snuffed them mercilessly and fixed his half-Sight on the western
horizon. Beyond that horizon lay Barrowmound Hill, and beyond that,
woodlands, and beyond that, there once stood a mountain…

Much closer and
to the south lay the coast and that deep, swirling region of ocean
where the Sea of Hope rubbed shoulders with the Sea of Callodon.
Somewhere at sea was a three-masted ship bearing a Graken and its
dark master, Sergoman Goth. Somewhere along the coast was a parGoth
named Pajmak, and two Pellarn Raiders with him as escort. Thinking
of them set cold sparks flaring in Argovayne’s stomach, firing the
embers of his blood-numbing hatred of all things dark, and it
helped him to dispel the rising melancholy which had almost
threatened to swamp him again.

Below, wrapped
in sackcloth and resting on the damp stone floor of the shelter
along with all their other packs and saddles and belongings, lay a
bell-shaped gold-infused Morgmetal casket which once had held Orb
and Shadow; evidence of treachery intended for a man named
Moradian, a Gorian officer ostensibly in service to Brendin, King
of Callodon.

Dark wizards,
elves of Toorsen’s creed, foul treachery, traitors bent on the
destruction or subjugation of the Kindred Races. These were the
things which should occupy the attention of the Shi’ell of
Minyorn myth, not the fate of a barren mountain, not the fate of a
dark-haired girl of the Crown’s Guard.

Then don’t
think about Kamryn, he told himself, and almost chuckled sadly
at the irony. It was the kind of thing Wonderwit the idiot mouse
had said in stories; don’t think about the cat, don’t think about
being lost, don’t think about the danger… of course it was futile,
simply thinking about not thinking about something defeated the
object entirely.

In truth, he
didn’t really know why Kamryn occupied his thoughts so often. They
had grown up together, though she being a month shy of a year the
older always seemed drawn to older men, and never of course to him.
Which was as it should be; she’d even gone out of her way to make
her lack of interest in him blindingly obvious at every turn. But
that had been before leaving Last Ridings. Before the horror of
Peakshore Village had been revealed to them all. Before they’d all
stood together and prevailed together against all evils which had
subsequently ensued, not to mention pursued, since that fateful
encounter with a dying and nameless old woman.

Perhaps,
Argovayne thought, he was simply concerned that his message to Last
Ridings would get through, and that Kamryn would return with word
from his father. It was important; the sooner Telamian, elfwizard
of the medyen-Viell, was safe and sound in the haven of New Raheen,
the better…

The faintest
click from the foot of the mound announced the opening of the
shelter’s door from within, and moments later the pale white head
of Stentenenn of Sek bobbed up into view, and the wizard strode up
the hillock to sit with a grunt beside Argovayne, laying his warped
and twisted staff on the ground between them.

“Well past
midnight, Argo. What half-moon we might have seen but for the
clouds is well and truly set.”

“What are you
doing up here, Sten? There’s a good many reasons why you and the
elfwizard should remain shielded behind the stone of this
shelter.”

“It’s cold and
damp in there, and lying on the stone floor made my bones ache so
much they woke me up in spite of my blankets. Besides, our new
friend brother Telamian is snoring again.”

Argovayne
sniffed. “Fine epitaph that will make should Seekmaws and shrouded
Grimmands end us here. Here fell Stentenenn, whose bones
ached.”

“And you, Argo?
Are you standing watch, or fretting alone over lady Kamryn’s
absence?”

“I am the
Shi’ell, wizard. I do not fret.”

“Porky Peter’s
porky pies put paid to Porky Peter.”

“There are
times I think I preferred it when it would’ve taken you two months
to say that.”

“It’ll be some
days yet before her return, Argo. I think even brother Telamian is
disturbed by her absence. He greatly admired her courage against
the darkness outside your grandfather’s hall.”

There was a
small silence then, while recent events were remembered with
crystal clarity, including how Kamryn came to need a dozen stitches
at the top of her left thigh.

“By now the
messages will have been sent, the rangers of Port Yarris alerted,
and Kam will have found a healer to tidy up the gash in her
leg.”

“Brother
Telamian told me he asked lady Kamryn to bring back oil of
calamnard, if there is time enough for her to find a good
apothecary in the town. He says he’s certain that he can b-blend it
with Eona’s Oil to make Eeelan-t’oth, and so speed her
healing.”

“I wondered
what it was he’d said to her before she left.”

“You could
simply have asked him, Argo, he would not have been offended.”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm? You
surely can’t still be suspicious of him, not after events atop the
plateau?”

Argovayne
shifted uncomfortably, and cast another gaze around.

“Argo?”

“He reminds me
of an owl.”

Stentenenn
blinked. “An owl? I know he looks a lot better than he did when
first we met him, and he’s been eating frak as though there’s no
tomorrow in spite of his obvious distaste for the stuff, but Argo,
an owl?”

He sniffed
again and gave a slight shrug. “Forest-born, white-haired,
allegedly very wise, pointy-eared, and given to much silent
staring. An owl. Only an imbecile talking mouse would entirely
trust one of those.”

This time it
was the wizard who shifted uncomfortably. “Sometimes, Argo, you say
some rather bizarre things which I confess we all find a trifle
disturbing. What in sight of the sun when it’s up is your sudden
preoccupation with v-voluble mice?”

“It’s nothing,
Sten. The elfwizard bears ill news for my mother and her friends,
and if that’s not disturbing enough, he regards me, on the
occasions when I’ve caught his eye, with a mixture of fear and high
expectation which none of the rangers from Minyorn ever displayed
in Last Ridings.”

“Is that so
surprising? They knew you as a happy little boy and your mother’s
son for five years, and then watched you grow up to become the
young man you are. Brother Telamian knows nothing of you, save the
myths and tales of a bygone age.”

“It’s more than
that, Sten. He knows much more than that. I’ve seen it in his eyes.
He knows a great many more things than he’s ever spoken of, and
just as an owl on a lofty perch watches the forest floor for
movement, so he watches me.”

“Oh really now,
Argo! I have remained true to your instructions and likewise have I
watched brother Telamian closely. I cannot believe he regards you
like some hunter seeking its prey. It’s altogether really too
fanciful.”

“Agreed. He’s
watching me the way an owl might watch a mouse expected at any
moment to transform into a slathering beast, all red-eyed horror,
fangs dripping and thirsting for blood and ravenous for raw
owl-meat.”

Stentenenn
pondered the description in silence, and in spite of the warmth of
the night drew his shirt and tunic tighter around his neck.

“I believe that
at such a juncture as this, my father would expect you to say ‘bah’
and to tell me again how fanciful the notion is.”

“Alas, I fear I
myself have glimpsed traces of such expectation on brother
Telamian’s face too, but never imagined it in quite the way you
have.”

“Lately I’ve
found myself wishing I hadn’t disappointed the elfwizard these last
five days.”

The wizard shot
a worried glance at the young man sitting on the grass beside him.
“I for one am glad your own expectations proved false. You are my
friend, Argo, and for that I am more grateful than you could
possibly imagine. I really don’t believe you’re literally supposed
to become a heartless beast, and I never have.”

“I know.”

“Myths and
legends become corrupted over time,” Stentenenn waved a hand,
making gestures while he spoke as if lecturing a class, though
perhaps he was reliving a lesson he himself had learned in the
D’ith Hallencloister long before its destruction. “Original
meanings are lost or warped beyond recognition. Vain and conceited
men, and yes, even wizards, Argo, corrupt such tales b-beyond wit
or wisdom to discern by re-writing them entirely, seeking to put
their own unique stamp upon the story and thus claim a part of it
as their own, as if they’d lived in those dawntime days and were
themselves a vital actor in events of great meaning worthy of song,
poem, and future remembrance. In the Hallencloister library I once
read eighteen versions of The Tale of Emmaleen and Torhansen, and
all of them different and written by different ‘historians’.
Historians! And don’t get me started on translators and how
appalling is the confusion wrought by those upon a tale of
yore!”

“Peace, Sten. I
was only recalling an earlier mood.”

“Well. You know
my views on the subject anyway. I have no doubt that the nature of
the Shi’ell alluded to in old songs and myths of Elvendere is
simply a reference to some of the qualities you possess, which in
those days they simply referred to as ‘wolf-like’, and which over
time became confused and corrupted into ‘wolf’, plain and simple.
Like all such things, it’s not meant to be taken literally.”

“Somehow I
think Telamian would disagree were he not oblivious and snoring the
night away below us in the shelter.”

“Somehow I knew
you would, too.”

“You think me
foolish for believing as piously as I do in Minyorn myth?”

“No, of course
not, Argo. How could you not, when even our own lady, the queen
your mother, is descended from the source of such myths? My speech
may be almost completely repaired, b-but never would I dream of
contesting the beliefs of one such as she, or you. No. You are far
from foolish, Argo. I simply think that because you expected to
become utterly heartless for so long, you began not only to believe
you would, but also hoped for it.”

“It’s not that
I hoped for it, Sten, not really. I didn’t understand the meaning
of the change that the Syf in the Circles of Raheen indicated.”

“And are you
disappointed, then?”

“In a way.”

“Why? You
possess so many of the qualities owned in such abundance by your
mother and father, and they have shaped you all the days of your
life. Why would you wish such gifts away?”

Argovayne
sighed. “I don’t know that I do. All I know is that you and Kamryn
Crownguard have become so much more than you were when you each
left Last Ridings. And I am so much less than I should be, so much
less than I thought I might finally become when I set out to be the
thing the world has so long awaited.”

“I think now I
shall offer you the ‘bah’ your father might have expected
earlier.”

A rare smile
stole across Argovayne’s features, and the wizard noted it from the
corner of his eye in spite of the night’s gloom.

“It’s true
though,” the young man asserted. “I doubt any in Last Ridings will
recognise either of you when you return.”

“In my case,
Argo, it’s nothing that a shave and haircut won’t remedy.”

“You should
consider doing both soon. The elfwizard too. White hair and white
beards attract too much attention, and it may be that we’ll have to
pass through the heart of Port Yarris to take ship there. You both
may need to disguise yourselves to avoid unwelcome scrutiny.”

The wizard
suddenly appeared a trifle uncomfortable, and fidgeted nervously.
“Do you think so?”

“Alas yes. I’m
sorry, Sten, I didn’t mean to call to mind the journey you once
made with your brother to Princetown Harbour. But similar
precautions as you took then might be necessary again, especially
with the elfwizard in tow.”

“I understand,
Argo,” Stentenenn agreed softly. “Those were desperate times my
brother Azarenn and I faced together. Sitting here with you, I had
forgotten that these are desperate times still. Strange how a
moment’s peace in the midst of turmoil can feel like a holiday and
make the world seem a little brighter than it really is.”

“The calm
before the storm, that’s all. There’s no peace for me here, and I
doubt there ever will be. Not for me.”

“Oh, Argo! You
can’t possibly mean that!”

But Argovayne
simply gave a slight shrug, and briefly cast a short and disturbing
gaze the wizard’s way before summoning once more his full Sight and
scanning the wilderness for life-lights only he could see.

“Argo?”

“For all we
know, in bringing down Raheen I destroyed Callodon’s army. All of
them. Hundreds, perhaps even a thousand people. It won’t take
Brendin and his court long to understand who it was caused the
cataclysm; the world waited for me to do something long enough, and
after all, they all knew I’d left my father’s hall. In Callodon,
they’re probably still scrubbing the dust and ash of Raheen from
Castletown’s walls. D’you think he’d make me welcome in his lands
now, the new king, Brendin? And with Callodon denied to Pelliman
Goth, the dark lord’s forces might well, in pure spite, assail the
western borders of Elvendere, and elves won’t thank me for that
either. And that means I’ll be even less welcome in Juria than any
of Last Ridings currently are, and trespassing there has likely
meant death for any of my father’s people since before I was
born.”

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

The wizard
blinked, his head bowed. He clearly hadn’t considered the full
extent of the destruction wrought by the collapse of the mountain,
concerned as he had been with Telamian’s welfare, and tending to
the wound in Kamryn’s leg.

“But did you
not say Brendin was to withdraw his forces from the Ostern that
day?”

Argovayne
nodded in the darkness. “Yes. He was to have done so on the day the
mountain fell.”

“Then perhaps
the army is safe, and all survived the catastrophe.”

“Or cut off
from home, trapped on Pellarn’s side with no way back. Or crushed
and obliterated by the rock-fall. We shan’t know until Kamryn
returns with news. Until then, I cannot help but feel more than a
little anguish, and the fear that I might have destroyed all the
best and bravest of Callodon’s people.”

Argovayne gave
another sigh, and then stood, bow resting on his boot, arms folded
around it. The wizard heaved himself to his feet using his staff
for support, his expression all sadness and compassion, and
unconsciously stretched his back and flexed his shoulders.

“I was not
raised to be a king, Sten,” Argovayne declared quietly, his voice
matter-of-fact, bearing no trace of regret or self-pity. “But even
if I had been, I doubt I could begin to understand the
ramifications of what I have done.”

“Nor I,” the
wizard whispered sadly. “I’m sorry Argo, the change in the world is
simply too great even for a Master of Sek to determine effects from
such a cause. The future is shrouded now in darkness more than ever
it was.”

Argovayne felt
a shiver run the length of his spine, recalling the whispering of
the Entikan in the Hall of Raheen.

This last deed
of ours is desperate. This final act, an ending. Nothing can be
seen beyond it.

Then they must
make for themselves their own destiny, those who are born in the
darkness our sight cannot penetrate.

He summoned his
full Sight again, and slowly turned full circle.

The wizard
watched the young man and then added sorrowfully: “We must hope
that there is enough light left in this world to keep that darkness
at bay.”

But Argovayne
stood rooted to the spot, his expression suddenly fierce, skin
tingling and becoming numb, his odd-coloured eyes fixed towards the
southwest. Far off and above the horizon and barely visible to his
Sight, a tiny hyphen, fast becoming a dot, blacker than the night
sky and moving away from them and out towards the sea…

Stentenenn had
seen that expression before, and was filled with sudden alarm.
“Argo? What is it? What have you seen?”

“Graken!” the
young man spat with disgust.

 


oOo


2. The King’s
Reply

 


The days that
followed were anxious ones, and Argovayne’s sighting of the Graken
made the two wizards in particular extremely wary about venturing
out from the depths of the Aemon’s shelter in which they spent most
of their time. Argovayne himself wasn’t overly concerned; he’d
decided that the foul winged creature was likely sent to rescue
Pajmak parGoth, and perhaps even his two escorts as well. Those
three enemies from Pellarn had last been seen running for the coast
on the day of Raheen’s final destruction. It was, therefore, or so
he decided, highly unlikely that the creature and its rider would
return to pose a threat to anyone hidden within a mound which
probably wasn’t even noticeable from the air. Indeed, but for
Argovayne’s bracer, it wouldn’t have been noticeable to them on the
ground either, set as it was in middle of verdant land rich with
shrubs, good grasses, and stands of tall trees.

No, Argovayne
was far more concerned by the absence of Kamryn Crownguard. The
more he thought about the destruction of Raheen’s mountain, the
more he fretted over the ramifications of it, particularly on the
long-standing alliance between Callodon and Last Ridings. When she
returned she would doubtless bear news of Callodon’s army, and its
fate, and that might allay some of his fears. She would also bear
word from Last Ridings concerning the medyen-Viell of the forest
realm, and how best to see him safe out of the wilderness.

The elfwizard
Telamian bore messages for Elayeen from her father, Thal-Hak, who
by now might well be dead and Elvendere’s throth-bound queen,
Elayeen’s mother, with him. Stentenenn had been perfectly correct
about the elfwizard’s value to Last Ridings, possibly even to all
free lands east of the great forest, and the constant worry for
Telamian’s welfare was taking its toll on Argovayne’s patience. The
Viell was the first elf of any real seniority to escape the forest
since the original one hundred and twelve Kindred Rangers were
famously banished from Elvendere before the Battle of Far-gor.
Getting Telamian to Last Ridings was important, and that importance
had even trumped the Shi’ell’s innate urge to pursue and destroy
the enemy parGoth, Pajmak, before the mountain had exploded.

Nor was it
entirely the elfwizard’s fault that the young man was beginning to
resent lurking in and around the austere confines of the shelter,
though in truth Argovayne spent most of his time atop the mound on
watch or exercising the horses and allowing them to graze on the
good grass hereabouts. There were plenty of reasons why the
Shi’ell’s calm was disturbed, and Kamryn’s absence was only one of
them.

For one thing,
he was annoyed with himself for so desperately needing guidance
from his father. He hadn’t been raised to be noble and kingly and
concerned for the welfare of his people; he’d been raised to go out
into the world alone, there to slaughter all those who offended
Issilene, and the Toorsencreed in particular. Of course it would be
nice if he could be noble and at least a little princely while
doing so, but that was no easy task at the best of times and
especially not while babysitting an elfwizard sitting in a hole in
the ground.

For another,
there had been the realisation that the Entikan, those shadowy
eldenbeards long dead and dust who’d so plagued Elayeen and Gawain
for so long, had used Argovayne to destroy the single greatest
weapon bequeathed to free lands in the fight against Morloch. The
Circles of Raheen were no more, no more waves of great power would
be sent against the Teeth in the north holding Morloch at bay, no
more unsuspecting adjectives would be rewritten, no more mystic
weapons would be forthcoming in the battle against encroaching
darkness. That power, buried deep within the mountain, had waited
through sixty-two generations of ladies of elfkind for Argovayne to
stroll in and destroy it utterly. And he had done so,
unwittingly.

Destroying the
circles meant that he was now alone, his duty to the Entikan done,
nothing left but his duty to questionable prophecies, myths, and
old crones’ tales. Should he have waited? The question irked him.
Was the setting of the ancient shard into the slot of the
home-stone meant to have been the final act of his time upon the
world’s stage, and not the first? Pondering the possibilities made
his head ache and left him despising the deadbeards with a passion
only slightly less intense than his father’s.

We ourselves
will be reviled, even hated, and there are still those who disagree
with us.

Argovayne
grimaced, and muttered a quiet ‘shut up’ to the memory of the
Entikan’s whispering.

Destroying the
circles also meant the world was alone, finally abandoned by those
who had once possessed foresight enough to provide strength against
Morloch and his minions, and against the rise of Toorsen’s vile
creed. While deadbeards lurked unseen and shrouded in the mists of
time, there had at least been a glimmer of hope, a ghost of a hope,
or so it seemed to Argovayne. Now, that hope was gone, and the
kindred’s aspirations rested entirely on his shoulders alone. The
destruction of Raheen now felt like the Entikan shrugging
their shoulders and saying ‘oh well, we did what we could…
here, have a shiny bracer and the half-Sight, good luck, farewell,
cheerio, yer on yer own from here on in.’

All things
considered, Argovayne felt betrayed. And also, and not for the
first time, confused, and confusion made him distinctly tetchy,
which made the wizards feel a lot less resentful about remaining
inside the shelter while Argovayne was outside tending to the
horses and keeping watch.

 


It was early
afternoon on the third day of July when the Shi’ell, standing in
his now-customary position atop the hill, glimpsed indistinct
life-lights approaching from the east. The door to the tiny
down-below had been left ajar, the better to ventilate the place
and also to give some respite to the wizards within, sparing them
the pangs of cabin-fever which might otherwise prevail after so
long an interment as they’d tolerated. Argovayne gave a low whistle
of warning, and received a somewhat breathy one by way of an
acknowledgement from Stentenenn, who remained within the gloomy
interior, staff poised and pointing out through the portal like
some mystic warrior pike-man.

Minutes passed,
and the life-lights making their way steadily towards the hill
became four distinct dots, which suddenly swung to the north and
seemed to merge into one as the riders continued in line abreast in
that direction. Argovayne blinked, and then understood that it was
likely Kamryn, taking precautions and an indirect path to the
shelter lest an enemy be tracking her progress. During her
week-long absence, Argovayne had grudgingly admitted to himself
that there was now much about her which Captain Wex of the Crown’s
Guard would find commendable.

The cautious
and unnecessarily tortuous path she was taking with her two
companions and the packhorse was one of those commendable qualities
of hers, though the fact that she’d clearly forgotten the Shi’ell’s
Sight and the protection it offered wasn’t, especially since in all
probability the two others with her were more than likely the
rangers from Port Yarris, and they of course possessed the Sight of
the Eldenelves too. If he could see their life-lights, they could
doubtless see his, and three pairs of Sighted eyes would prove a
better defence against a sneaky following enemy than a winding
route ever could.

Finally, when
Kamryn had swung all the way around her northern arc and began to
approach the shelter from the west, Stentenenn could bear the
tension no longer and scurried out of the shelter and up the slope,
staff clutched resolutely in hand.

“What is it,
Argo? Do you need the range my staff can offer?”

“It’s Kamryn,
the packhorse, and two others with her. Rangers from Port Yarris,
doubtless.”

“Oh. Well
that’s a relief. And unless the register has changed in my absence
from the library in Last Ridings, those rangers will be Vanic, and
Roth. I’ll go and tell brother Telamian.”

“Don’t mention
the rangers, Sten,” Argovayne commanded, quietly lest the elfwizard
below overhear. The order was clear enough from his tone and his
expression, though.

“Argo?”

“They’ll be the
first elves to clap eyes on him since he fled the forest. I want to
observe their reaction when they see him, and his too when he sees
them.”

“Argo! You
cannot still be so suspicious, surely?”

“Heed my
command, wizard, and remember where we are. Where we are is a long
way from safety.”

Pale, and
obviously more than a little unsettled by Argovayne’s unexpected
and renewed doubting of their companion, the wizard disappeared
from view to give Telamian the news of Kamryn’s imminent arrival
and thus relieve the Viell’s own fears. Out here, in the wilds of
Callodon and far from his own domain, the elfwizard possessed
little power, even armed with the Ulmus-wood Rod of Asteran
captured from the enemy, and so relied entirely on the others for
his continued safety. And that reliance on others was no easy thing
for one who had wielded mystic power all the days of his life.
True, he had the longbow which once belonged to the fallen Ranger
Tulian, and had already proved his worth with such a weapon. But
bows and their arrows were of little use against a crystal-shrouded
Grimmand or worse, and worse things did indeed lurk in the
wilds.

Argovayne
watched the approaching riders with his half-Sight, removed the
arrow from the string of his bow and replaced it in his quiver,
resting the bow on his boot and studying the trio as they rode at
the trot through the gorse towards him. Kamryn looked tired, he
thought, riding at the centre and flanked by the two Kindred
Rangers. Tired, and grubby from travelling, ink-black hair tied
back from her face in a pony-tail, glimpses of which he could see
swishing behind her shoulders from time to time.

The rangers
wore uniform helms, and looked as alert as would be expected of
those in Gawain’s service. They too were far from shiny, their
uniforms well-worn and comfortable, and well-suited for their
duties, which these days mostly meant seeking out and stalking foul
creatures loosed into the wilds by the Toorseneth, or by Pelliman
Goth of Pellarn.

Argovayne
watched them draw to a halt some dozen yards from the foot of the
small hill, and then strode down the slope towards them. By the
time he’d reached level ground, all three riders had dismounted,
and he could see the smile and the relief in Kamryn’s wide blue
eyes when she took half a pace forward and snapped a salute,
followed immediately by the elves escorting her.

“Highness,
these are Rangers Roth and Vanic, from Port Yarris.”

Argovayne
returned the salutes and fixed his disturbing gaze on each of the
elves in turn. They were well experienced, veterans of the Battle
of Far-gor, and wore the faded emblem of the Kindred Army proudly.
Both were in their late thirties or early forties, it was difficult
to tell with their helms still in place, not that it mattered given
their obvious physical fitness.

“Rangers,” he
acknowledged. “You look tired, Kamryn Crownguard. Did you find a
healer in the port?”

“Thank you,
highness, and yes, I did. I was well attended. I had to wait two
days for the reply to come from the hall. It was sent twice, for
caution’s sake.”

With that,
Kamryn fished a small packet from inside her tunic, and handed it
to him.

“Thank you. Do
you know the content of this message?”

“No, highness.
It is in cipher, I didn’t attempt to read it. A third bird came,
however, with orders for Rangers Vanic and Roth to escort me, and
to provide Sighted protection for you and the elfwizard Telamian.
Is he well? Has anything happened in my absence?”

“Yes, he’s
well. And yes, I caught sight of a Graken in the southwest some
nights ago, doubtless the enemy recovering their lost parGoth and
his companions from the coast. It hasn’t been sighted since then,
and nor has anything else.” He turned to call over his shoulder,
“Sten, bring Telamian out into the light, you can both risk a few
minutes’ fresh air.”

Kamryn looked
surprised at the apparent strangeness of the command, but Argovayne
ignored the questioning arch of her eyebrow and concentrated
instead on the rangers and their faces when Telamian stepped
blinking into the sunlight through the portal of the shelter. There
was not a hint of recognition, no sign of fear or concern, only
professional interest in the elves’ eyes.

“Do you know
this wizard?” he asked them softly.

“Nai, miThal,”
Vanic replied at once, and Roth gave a shake of his head in
confirmation likewise.

“He is
Telamian, of the medyen-Viell, sent by Thal-Hak bearing word for my
mother the queen. He’s the reason we’re all here.”

“I’ve
acquainted the rangers with the importance of their duties in
respect of the elfwizard, highness,” Kamryn declared softly, and he
nodded.

“Good. I’ll
leave you two to become acquainted with your former countryman,
gentlemen. Kam, with me if you please.”

“Aye,
highness.”

They walked a
short distance from the wizards, Kamryn acknowledging with a slight
wave the beaming smile of welcome Stentenenn offered, and then
Argovayne rounded on her abruptly.

“What news is
there, Kamryn? What news of Callodon? We’ve been driven to
distraction here waiting for your return and to hear whatever news
you might bring.”

She nodded, and
saw a glimmer of wildness in his odd-coloured eyes.

“It’s chaos,
highness, birds are flying in all directions bearing messages…”

“The army? What
of Callodon’s army at Jarn?”

“Safe. It’s
safe, Argo. Jarn is gone, and with it some wagons and equipment,
but the lines pulled back in the night and were well on their way
along the road to Castletown when Raheen collapsed. That’s why
there’s so much chaos around us, and in the towns and
villages.”

“Chaos?
Why?”

“All discipline
was lost, all order disappeared at the first smoke and rumbling
from the mountain. The professionals of the Black and Gold of
course mustered near the Guards’ headquarters outside Castletown,
but the remainder of Brendin’s forces simply kept going. With such
a wall raised against the enemy in Pellarn as there is now, the
people kept going, heading for their homes, and none would attempt
to stand in their way to restore calm and order. Argo, they had
three thousand stretched along the Ostern line, most of them young
men and women taken from their homes and pressed into service, and
all they want to do now is to get home and leave the fighting
behind them.”

“By the Teeth…
three thousand?”

“Aye. Some of
them were as young as twelve.”

Argovayne saw
the alarm in her eyes. “What else is there?”

“Fear. They’re
frightened, in the towns, in Port Yarris anyway. There’s incessant
gossip and fear-mongering in the taverns and inns, talk of
brigandry and war-lords rising, gangs of well-armed men and women
seeking recompense for the years spent holding the line against
Pellarn. It’s talk, mostly, but you know how frightened old people
can be of the young.”

“Aye, and I
know how young people can be when armed and full of swagger. You do
too, we encountered some of them at Dunbere. Is there anything else
I should know?”

“I have
supplies, clothing and food, and the oil that the elfwizard asked
for. There’s more to tell but it’s mostly gossip. Highness, you
hold your father the king’s reply. You should look to that, first
and foremost.”

He nodded. “I
shall. You’re sure you were well-tended by the healer in Port
Yarris?”

“Yes. You can
see for yourself the bandage is fresh,” and with that she lifted
the hem of her leather skirt, and he saw the handiwork of a
professional there, although almost three days old now.

“Get some rest
then, Kam. And give the oil to the elfwizard. Perhaps he can make
Eeelan-t’oth with it, and if he can, we can all stop worrying
whether or not your leg will fall off next time you take to the
saddle.”

“Highness,” she
smiled, reassuringly she hoped, saluted, and then returned to the
packhorse and began heaving the packs from it until Stentenenn
hurried forward to help. Argovayne turned his back on them, gave a
great sigh of relief for the safety of Callodon’s army, and strode
again to the top of the hill, there to open the packet.

There were two
messages, and he studied both, confirming that one was a true copy
of the other. Then he began to decipher them in his head. By the
time he’d finished his jaw was slack, his eyes blinking in shock,
and his heart beating a little faster than it had been when he’d
begun the task.

With quiet and
gentle laughter from Stentenenn and Kamryn by the horses and
Sighted eyes on watch, he re-read the message, walking
absent-mindedly, almost surprised to find himself back on level
ground once more by the time he’d deciphered the message again. And
then, to be certain, he read and deciphered the copy too. There was
no mistaking his father’s instructions, and no mistaking that they
were instructions, and urgent ones at that.

Argovayne
returned the messages to the waxed envelope and slipped it into his
shirt pocket, and turned to study the scene near the shelter’s open
portal. The elfwizard Telamian was holding aloft a phial of some
mauve-coloured liquid, smiling and nodding first at the phial,
which he uncorked and sniffed, and then again at Kamryn. Vanic had
taken a station atop the barrow and was swinging a Sighted gaze,
Roth had unsaddled the horses and was assuring himself as to their
welfare. Stentenenn leaned on his staff and beamed happily,
overjoyed by Kamryn’s safe return, and she grinned broadly and
acknowledged the relief and commendations from both wizards.

He decided to
give her and the rangers the rest they deserved before breaking the
news of their destination to them. It could wait until morning, and
perhaps by then the elfwizard would have worked his magic with the
oils to produce that famed and rarest healing unguent,
Eeelan-t’oth. They would probably need it.
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3. Making
Sense

 


On the fourth
day of July the sun rose almost five hours after midnight, and
found Argovayne standing quietly atop the barrow. The door to the
down-below was wedged open again in the hope of admitting warm
breezes and fresh air to the wizards sleeping within, and Kamryn
and the two Kindred Rangers were sleeping just outside, the horses
nearby. With nothing for company but distant nocturnal creatures
entirely of nature’s making, Argovayne found to his surprise that
he felt calm, and at peace with the world around him. Night was for
him his favourite time of day. He needed little sleep, and the few
hours he’d taken while Roth stood a short watch earlier in the
evening were plenty. More than this, it was at night that his Sight
came into its own, as long as he wasn’t obliged to rush through
tricky terrain. Sounds seemed to carry further at night, too,
though that might be just his imagination or a trick of the
weather. More than that, at night he was usually alone on watch,
and it was this above all else which made him feel at ease; great
expectations slumbered peacefully with their owners.

There had been
occasional flashes in the night sky, a distant thunderstorm, far
out to sea perhaps, away in the south. For a while he harboured the
entirely futile hope that the storm had made life miserable for
Sergoman Goth and all those aboard the three-masted ship, but the
hope had died along with the distant lightning shortly before dawn,
and though it was cloudy, no storm threatened to drown the day.

The previous
afternoon and evening had been spent preparing for an early
departure, packs checked and secured, fresh supplies from Port
Yarris distributed, and the elfwizard given new clothes. True to
his word, Telamian had gathered all the Eona’s Oil they possessed,
including the bottle from Argovayne’s own well-used pack, and with
quiet mumbling set about measuring drops of oil of calamnard into
each container. This was then gently heated, stirred with a tiny
stick, and after more indistinct mumbling, set aside to cool. When
Telamian was satisfied with his handiwork, a little was applied to
Kamryn’s wound, and after several hours, the stitches removed and
fresh bandaging applied.

“Eeelan-t’oth,”
Telamian had smiled, and nodded, and the look of surprise on
Kamryn’s face when the unguent had been applied to her leg spoke
volumes.

Argovayne had
simply nodded his thanks, returned his small bottle of the stuff to
its rightful place in his father’s pack, and wandered off to sleep.
He’d spoken little since Kamryn’s return with the rangers, and they
left him in peace. The rangers, it seemed, were entirely
unsurprised by Argovayne’s apparently distant and taciturn
nature.

 


About an hour
after dawn sounds of movement from below told of his companions
waking from their slumber, and the barrow being as small as it was
it didn’t take long before Argovayne saw the horses answering a
silent call to be saddled and prepared for departure. Kamryn jogged
nimbly up the slope, eyes bright and hair a wild mess, beaming
broadly and, he thought, a little smugly.

“Highness, good
morning! We’re making ready to leave as ordered last night.”

“Kamryn. What’s
made you so cheerful all of a sudden?”

She cocked her
head, and then with another broad smile, extended her left leg and
lifted the hem of her short skirt above her hip.

“It works!” she
announced happily, while Argovayne stared at the thin and jagged
white line which was all that remained of the deep gash inflicted
by the heavy Callodon crossbow when it had fallen and raked her leg
in the Keep of Raheen. “The Eeelan-t’oth works! The skin still
feels a little tight, as though there were still a bandage wrapped
around it, but the elfwizard Telamian says this is to be expected,
and I should take care for the next day or two to give the inside
of the wound time to heal as well as the outside. Whatever that
means.”

She gently
prodded the faint scar along its length with a cautious fingertip,
as if to demonstrate how taut the skin really was. Argovayne
blinked, transfixed by the sweep of her thigh from hip to her knee.
He felt suddenly warm in spite of the cool morning breezes, and was
grateful when Stentenenn appeared as if from nowhere to
announce:

“It means, lady
Kamryn, that it takes time for the Eeelan-t’oth to work its way
down through the skin to the damaged flesh beneath, so don’t do
anything rash. Treat it as though you still had the stitches in for
the next day or two. Good morning, Argo.”

“Sten.”

Kamryn let the
skirt drop, gathered her hair and swept it back into a pony-tail,
and deftly tied it place with a loop and toggle.

Stentenenn
seemed excited too, and the reason poured flawlessly from his
lips.

“Brother
Telamian spent quite some time writing in my notebook last night,
by the light of the glowstones in the down-below. He’s transcribed
the ingredients and methods of preparation for Eeelan-t’oth to the
tiniest detail, lest, he said, anything should happen to him. He
also borrowed my pencil and a deal of the paper Kamryn fetched from
Port Yarris to write a letter which, Argo, he had me promise not to
read and to return to him unread and unopened should he live to
speak to your mother, our lady, the queen. I thought you should
know.”

Argovayne
nodded. “The letter probably contains the messages from my
grandfather, and grandmother. Honour the elfwizard’s request, Sten.
Those words are not for us.”

“Of course,
Argo. I had intended to.”

Ranger Vanic
approached, and at a nod of acknowledgement from Argovayne,
spoke.

“The horses are
ready, miThal. Viell Telamian remains near the entrance to the
shelter, and is ready to leave.”

“Thank you,
Vanic. Our path takes us due north, and will be a long one.”

They looked
stunned, all three of them.

“North,
highness?”

“Aye, Kamryn
Crownguard. North.”

“But… north
where?”

“North three
hundred miles or thereabouts until we’re past the marshes beyond
the end of that ridge where we fought the crystal-shrouded
Grimmand. Then north further still, keeping well clear of Brendin’s
Hall. Then northeast. Dun Meven is our destination, avoiding all
habitations and contact with Callodon’s people. So my father has
instructed.”

Kamryn blinked
and stood slack-jawed in her astonishment, and it was the wizard
who took up the protest on all their behalves.

“Dun Meven! But
why, Argo? It could take us weeks to get there, and that path will
take us close to the Castletown as well as to the southern end of
Elvendere!”

“I know,
Sten.”

But the shock
of learning their destination obliged the wizard to continue his
protest. “Argo, even if we took a more easterly route we’d need to
pass between Castletown and Harks Hearth, or between Castletown and
Porthmorl and thence between Harks Hearth and Porthmennen! It makes
no sense, not when two days east of us now lies a port and its
ships!”

Argovayne
remained unmoved, and simply regarded the distraught wizard with
his impassive and odd-coloured eyes.

“Highness?”

“Kamryn.”

“Was no reason
given for this mad course?”

“None. We are
simply to go to Dun Meven, avoid all contact with Callodonians, and
send word to Last Ridings once we’re safe inside that hilltop
fortress. My father’s instructions contained clear signs of the
urgency which they were intended to convey. He obviously knows much
more than we do, us sat in a hole as we have been for a week and in
the wilds for months.”

“Is the
alliance with Callodon broken then, Argo?”

“I don’t know,
Sten. I know as much or as little as you do. Vanic, did you and
Roth receive any word of uncommon events while at your duty station
in Port Yarris?”

“No, miThal,
only the destruction of the mountain, and the scattering of
Callodon’s army. There were also rumours of an enemy ship abroad on
the seas, hunted by Callodon’s fleet.”

“Alas, it’s no
rumour.”

“Isst, miThal,
so Kamryn Crownguard has told us.”

Argovayne
folded his arms. “Well then. We must assume that Last Ridings
doesn’t trust the sea. Besides, my father has no ships, and though
one might be sent from Arrun it could take weeks to arrive, if it
arrived at all. We can’t sit here waiting for it, and nor can we
sit in Port Yarris in plain sight for all that time. Even allowing
for the packhorse and for caution, we could be in Dun Meven within
three weeks. All being well.”

“The packhorse
isn’t heavily loaded, highness. The prices in Port Yarris were just
as bad as in Porthmennen, and were rising quickly with each rumour
of brigandry that swept through the place. I didn’t think we’d need
a month’s supplies, so bought too little for such a journey…”

He nodded, and
dismissed her apology before she had a chance to utter one. “I
didn’t think we’d need a month’s supplies either. But we have
plenty of frak, if the elfwizard hasn’t eaten it all, and there’ll
be good grass between here and Dun Meven for the horses.”

“I doubt I have
to tell you, Argo, how unhappy I am with this news. Our last
adventure on the ridge was terrifying enough, and now we must risk
it again? Can’t we at least take the coastal path we followed
before? If nothing else, it would be familiar to us.”

Argovayne shook
his head. “No, Sten. If something has happened to make my father
believe that Dun Meven is now the only safe haven for us in all
Callodon, then the last thing I want at my back is a cliff and the
ocean and nowhere to run. Besides, he obviously believes Dun Meven
is now the only place in all Callodon where he and others of Last
Ridings may venture to in safety, or he’d have arranged to meet us
halfway, at Porthmorl or Harks Hearth, or even Castletown
itself.”

“Oh that’s not
a very comforting thought at all, highness!”

“No, Kam, it’s
not is it? My father’s hall understands the importance of
Telamian’s safe delivery there, probably more than we ourselves do.
And they obviously don’t want him or us ending up in Callodon’s
hands. I don’t like any of this either, none of this is a path of
my choosing. I should by now be sneaking along the canal of
Thal-Marrahan and setting about the ruin of the Toorseneth, not
serving as escort and bodyguard to an elfwizard. But here I am, and
here we all are, and the fact of the matter is, my father’s
instructions would seem to suggest that we have no friends now in
this land, and we must act accordingly. Clear?”

“Highness.”

“Yes, Argo,”
Stentenenn muttered, miserably.

“Isst,
miThal.”

“Vanic, brief
Roth would you? The sooner we leave the sooner we reach Dun
Meven.”

“MiThal.”

“Vanic, no
lights are good lights, at least until we reach Dun Meven.”

Kamryn and
Stentenenn regarded him for a moment, their expressions a mixture
of worry and disbelief, and then they too turned to follow the
ranger down to the horses. Argovayne didn’t blame them for their
concerns. The wilds were risky enough with two whitebeards in tow
and likely to attract the attention of every foul-made beast on the
loose in these lands. Two and a third, he corrected himself, idly
resting his right hand on the top of the Dymendin sceptre at his
hip. If Callodonians were now to be considered unfriendly too, the
road to Dun Meven would be fraught, and long indeed.

When the others
were mounted, and the portal to the shelter sealed once more and
covered lightly with dirt and foliage, Argovayne climbed up into
the saddle and regarded them all for a moment. They would be slowed
a little, not by the packhorse, but by Stentenenn’s, for Telamian
had no horse of his own and rode doubled with the D’ith Sek. It had
been something of an oversight on Argovayne’s part, not instructing
Kamryn to purchase another horse in Port Yarris. But then, none of
them had expected to make a journey almost the entire length of
Callodon.

“I shall ride
at the van,” he declared. “Roth, Vanic, flanks if you please.
Kamryn, rearguard. Watch well, and remember, it’s safest and best
to assume we have no friends now between us and Dun Meven. Any
questions?”

None were
forthcoming. Of course, Kamryn and Stentenenn had ridden with
Argovayne for quite some time now, and the two Kindred Rangers were
also well experienced in the wilds; they’d spent the last eighteen
years or so patrolling the lands around Port Yarris after all. And
Telamian, it seemed, was content to place his wellbeing entirely in
the hands of the others. It wasn’t as if he had any other
choice.



While they rode
their winding way through great blisters of gorse and thornbush,
Argovayne pondered this new twist in the path of his life. He
half-expected some powerful inner urge, an irresistible relic from
far ancient days, to drive him northwest to the great forest. But
there was nothing. Perhaps, he thought, those instincts had died
along with the Circles of Raheen. Perhaps now too his father’s
famed longsword was nothing more than aged and pitted steel, heavy
and unwieldy, no longer an extension of Gawain’s arm. Perhaps the
Sight would also now fade from the world, along with wizardry and
wizards.

Glances around
revealed the rangers on station at their flanks, the elves alert,
sharp, and swinging Sighted gazes this way and that. Argovayne
closed his left eye, his father’s eye, and at once the world was
seen only through his mother’s, the hazel-green eye locked
permanently now in the Sight of the Eldenelves. He opened his
steel-grey eye and let out his breath; the half-Sight hadn’t faded
at all. He was still Argovayne, in spite of the destruction he’d
left in his wake. Nothing had changed, except the world around
him.

Still he
wondered. He wondered if he would ever be the thing Last Ridings
expected and hoped he would be. He wondered if he would ever ride
alone, scything the darkness like a reaper in the fields, the long
awaited hero of elvendom whose coming was more than just hinted at
in the Arathalaneer, the song for the fallen thalangard. More than
that though, before he settled in his saddle and gave his full
attention to the simple business of travelling in a potentially
hostile wilderness, he wondered why his father and Sardor Allazar
now feared to venture no further beyond the borders of Arrun than
the hills of Dun Meven, almost on Juria’s southern border itself.
That they would not meet him halfway, and he with a precious
elfwizard in tow, spoke volumes, and seemed a far starker warning
than the terse ‘avoid all in Callodon’ his father’s message had
contained.

 


Camp that night
in a grassy clearing surrounded by thornbush and littered with
rabbit-droppings was a quiet one. The wizards were for the most
part silent, and when they did speak at all it was only in
whispers, for both had recent experience of the kind of evil which
lurked in the dark beyond their senses. The rangers patrolled loops
around them on foot, some twenty yards out from where bedrolls were
laid. Kamryn assembled the heavy steel Callodonian crossbow she
kept in a leather roll hanging beneath Sellendeen’s saddle, and
when all the parts including its monopod stand were securely
fitted, she left it lying butt upright on the nose of its
cocking-stirrup while she attended to her horse-friend.

Argovayne
watched her, as he watched all of them. Finally, her Raheen duty to
her horse done, he approached, and spoke softly, nodding towards
the arbalest, the heavy weapon a grappinbow-in-miniature.

“Do you have
many bolts left for that thing?”

“Yes. I had
more made in Port Yarris.”

“Really?”

“Aye really,
highness. There was a blacksmith there near to the apothecary’s
where I found the oil of calamnard for the elfwizard. I showed him
one of the original few I had remaining and he used it as a
pattern. I don’t know how well they’ll shoot, though. He made them
from iron rods, not steel, so I think they’ll be heavier. I think
he was going to twist them into ornamental wrought-iron gates or
something before I and your silver snaffled them all.”

“My mother and
father tell stories of how they had to use curtain-rods made in
Threlland for arrows after Far-gor.”

“We’ve arrows
a-plenty now. The rangers saw to that before we left.”

“You said there
was more gossip, from Port Yarris?”

She nodded,
wide-eyed with sudden concern, and glanced briefly at the wizards
before walking a little further away, using care of the horses as a
ploy to draw them beyond earshot of their white-haired and
white-bearded companions. The ruse may have been lost on the
wizards, but not on Argovayne.

“I think they
lost a ship. One of the six they had.”

“What makes you
think so?”

“Talk, in the
town and around. I looked a mess when I first arrived there, and
not much better when I left in spite of clean clothes. Mostly I was
ignored. There was talk of Sergoman Goth’s three-master, but they
didn’t mention his name, just referred to the vessel as ‘the black
ship’. Some of the men at an inn there where I had lunch claimed it
was the Seasprake, the Melusine’s sister-ship which was lost some
years ago, and never seen again?”

“I vaguely
recall a report about it in my father’s hall.”

“Well it’s said
that it foundered in rough weather, but some of the fishermen in
the tavern seem to think it more likely ran aground somewhere
between the Ostern and the Eramak, and that Pelliman Goth’s forces
repaired it, refloated it, and now serve as its crew. Anyway,
others tried to shout those fishermen down; Seasprake was a coastal
brigantine like the Melusine and only had two masts, not three.
There was quite the argument, until someone asked ‘and what’s
‘appened to The Courageous out of Porthmennen then?’ And at
that point they all fell silent. Really silent, Argo, the worried
kind. Later, I mentioned it to the blacksmith’s boy while his
father was making the bolts, and he said the ship was long overdue
in port for water and victuals. The price of the iron for the bolts
was a bit higher than I expected, and the smith said it was down to
pig-iron not arriving from Threlland. You remember that offensive
vakin harbourmaster at Porthmennen telling us about the two ships
from Princetown that were overdue there?”

“Yes. Ebberd
was his name.”

Kamryn
shrugged, the memories still rankling. “Don’t care what his name
was, he was an offensive beardy goit. Anyway, Callodon’s long had
supplies of pig-iron shipped in for the making of steel for the
western front, not that they’ll need it now. But the loss of those
two ships and the rumours about The Courageous had them all on
edge. There were more fishing-boats in the harbour than there
should’ve been in such fine weather, and the price of fish was
high.”

“They’re afraid
to put to sea?” Argovayne was amazed.

“There’s no way
so many boats could all have required refit or repair at the same
time, barring the biggest vakin storm in creation battering them
all at once. I’ve never seen so many people so afraid. I didn’t
know so many people could be so afraid all at once.”

He stared at
her until she tore her eyes away and shuffled uncomfortably.

“Sorry,” he
mumbled, remembering that his half-Sight could be quite distressing
to anyone half-pinned by it.

“It doesn’t
matter, highness.”

“I didn’t mean
to be rude. I’m just bemused. So much has happened. Sometimes I
forget how disturbing my gaze can be.”

Her resolve
seemed to melt, and she cast a glance at the wizards at the centre
of the camp again. Suddenly, Kamryn seemed exactly what she was, a
young woman caught up in cataclysmic events, and not the
professional Crown’s Guard she would have others take her to
be.

“Why Dun Meven,
Argo? Why did Gawain order us there? What can have happened to make
him think the wilds a safer place for two wizards than a ship at
sea or a boarding-house in Port Yarris?”

Argovayne shook
his head. “I don’t know, Kam. Nothing seems to make much sense to
me since Raheen fell.”
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