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Book Two


Prologue

 


“There are still those
who, even to this day, hold me responsible for everything which
came to pass after Ferdan. The wisest of them hold their tongues
when I’m within earshot though, I’ve split more than one wizard in
two for lesser offences against the Crown of Raheen and I won’t
have Morloch’s foul deeds laid at my door by anyone, least
of all a whitebeard.

“The one question which
still, on occasion, haunts my dreams is this: Would I have done the
same, had I known the outcome, and did I have a choice? Those I
love are kind, and tell me, ‘of course,’ but in the darkest hours
of night, sometimes I lay awake, and I do not know... The pain of
those days haunts me still, and that which is broken, even though
it be repaired, is never the same as it was.”

 


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


1. Aftermath

 


Three weeks had passed
since the first full Council of Kings within living memory had
ended in near catastrophe, and still the shock of those events was
clear to behold in the aspect of Allazar, once wizard to King Brock
of Callodon, now wizard to Gawain, royal crown of Raheen, King of
Ashes.

Gawain stared at the
wizard across Gwyn’s back as he currycombed the faithful Raheen
steed. Allazar was helping Elayeen lay out their evening camp. As
was usual of late, a flicker of a smile warmed Gawain’s insides
whenever he glanced at his throth-bound beloved elfin queen. She
moved with such grace…

Gwyn shifted her weight
a little and Gawain snapped his attention back to his duty to his
horse. Ever since Morloch had utterly destroyed Raheen, it had been
these simple duties and customs which kept the memory of his
homeland alive in Gawain’s heart, kept him Raheen. Besides, he knew
if he gazed at his lady too often or too long his yearning for her
would surely make itself known through their binding, and this was
their third week of nights out of Ferdan. Three weeks apart after
their nights alone together in that ill-starred and inhospitable
Jurian town was, to Gawain at least, a very long time. Worse, there
were at least as many weeks ahead of them, even at the remarkable
pace they were keeping.

“I
suppose spit-roasted rabbit is out of the question? The nights are
cooler of late.” Allazar grumbled, and Gawain realised with some
small surprise that it was probably the longest sentence the wizard
had uttered since the three of them had ridden out of Ferdan’s
gates.

“You
suppose correctly,” Gawain replied cheerfully, “It’s summer, we’re
on the plains of Juria, the only possible kindling for a fire,
should we be stupid enough to light one, is that clump of gorse
yonder, and it’s still green. An enemy would see the smoke for
miles, not to mention smell it.”

“I was
thinking as much of your lady’s stomach as my own, Longsword. The
haste with which we departed Ferdan meant we had no time to gather
provisions beyond water and the cakes of spiced Threlland frak you
insist we keep in our saddle-bags just in case. Though in
case of what I’m sure I cannot say.”

Gawain was about to
offer a curt reply but was robbed of the chance by his queen.

“Why,
in case we should find ourselves charging south across the plains
of Juria to Callodon and beyond, with nothing but green gorse for
kindling and enemies all about.” Elayeen announced, the humour in
her soft and lilting voice seeming to tickle Gawain’s
ears.

“Ah,”
said Allazar, “Now that you’ve explained it to me, my lady, it is
obvious. Poke me in the eye for being a dullard
whitebeard.”

“I’m
hardly likely to do that…” Elayeen chuckled, happy that the wizard
seemed to be returning to his old self.

Gawain listened to
their banter as he continued tending to Gwyn. That Elayeen held
Allazar as a trusted friend and advisor was plain for all to see,
and completely understandable given all that had come to pass since
the two of them had first met in Tarn, in Threlland. It seemed so
long ago now, but in truth it had been perhaps six months since
Gawain had reclaimed Elayeen from the circle of faranthroth and
Gwyn had carried them both across the northern plains in bleakest
midwinter.

And in truth Gawain
knew there was little else, if anything, the wizard could do to
prove his loyalty and friendship. He had fought alongside them
both, defended Elayeen against Morlochmen, Black Riders, and
against the treachery of the D’ith Sek and D’ith Met wizards who
served Morloch at the Council in Ferdan. And yet Gawain knew he
could never truly be trusted. Not by the King of Raheen, who had
seen across the Dragon’s Teeth and thus knew what awaited these
gentle and utterly unprepared southlands.

And yet, again, Gawain
had called him ‘friend’ in the aftermath of Morloch’s onslaught in
the council chamber. Yes, thought Gawain, as he glanced again at
the wizard, Allazar probably was a friend, now. But what kind of
friend is he who by his own admission could be tempted by the evil
power of Morloch’s aquamire?

“It
consumes!” Allazar had said, so long ago at Tarn, looking
towards the evil blackness shimmering beyond the Teeth, “It
consumes your very soul! Do you not realise how hard it is for me
not to rush across the farak gorin? To ally myself with Morloch
just for one taste of that power?”

Gawain did realise,
only too well. Allazar was D’ith pat, low down the ladder of power
scaled by his brethren, and the D’ith Sek, allegedly the most
powerful and wisest of wizards, had betrayed the races of Man. Some
of them had, anyway. If those deemed to be very wise and powerful
could not resist the lure of aquamire evil, what chance those of
lower order? What kind of friend is he that one might yet have to
kill?

And yet…, in the
fresh-built long-room of the council hall in Ferdan, the air filled
with the scent of new-sawn pine and wizards’ crackling fire,
Allazar had been driven to his knees by the power of a D’ith Sek
wizard who had been attempting to destroy Elayeen and thus, through
the strange elven throth-binding, Gawain himself. Yet Allazar’s
defence of Elayeen had held, at least long enough for trusted
honour-guards to slay the traitor.

The sound of Elayeen’s
quiet laughter at some remark Gawain had missed drew the young
warrior from his reverie. Again he glanced at the wizard. Allazar
was a few inches shorter than Gawain, but at six feet two inches
Gawain was considered tall even for a Raheen. The wizard’s short
clipped white hair was always neatly cropped, and the slightly
square-jawed face always clean-shaven in spite of the brethren’s
preference for the long beards which earned them the derogatory
soubriquet ‘whitebeard.’

The wizard wasn’t ugly
by any stretch of the imagination, and in fact usually had about
him an air of quiet confidence. Except on those occasions when
Gawain had crushed that confidence with a withering look or a terse
word. And except of course now, here on the plains, in the
aftermath of Ferdan.

In fact, Gawain
thought, but for the traditional garb of the wizard, robes now worn
loose in the lingering heat of the summer’s evening, he’d probably
be just an average fellow, slightly tall perhaps, but not
remarkable. A man few would notice.

“You’re still ugly
though, Ugly,” Gawain said softly to his horse at the final stroke
of the brush. Gwyn simply swung her hindquarters a little as she
moved off, nudging Gawain unceremoniously out of the way as she
went in search of greener grass. “Don’t wander too far now, nag!”
Gawain chuckled, but got no reply.

“So,”
Gawain sighed, settling on the blanket Elayeen had laid out on the
grass beside their saddles, “What do you two find so amusing this
late in the day in the middle of nowhere?”

“We
were talking about you, mithroth, not to you.”
Elayeen smiled disarmingly. Allazar merely grunted as he sat
heavily a polite distance across from them.

Gawain studied the
wizard closely. “Are you still weak from the fight at Ferdan?”

Allazar shrugged. “It
is passing, Longsword, thank you for asking. Probably nothing that
good hot food, cool ale, and a soft bed in the comfort of some
rustic inn wouldn’t cure. We could have availed ourselves of any
number on our journey here.”

“Ah.
And here was me thinking old age was creeping up on
you.”

That remark earned him
a reproachful nudge from Elayeen as she settled against him,
cautiously cutting a strip of frak from a small lump of the pressed
meat with her dagger.

“I think I have a few
more years left in me yet,” Allazar replied, but his heart clearly
wasn’t in it. “Unless of course you should decide to kill me in the
morning.”

“Never
put off until tomorrow what you can do today,” Gawain countered,
noting not for the first time the dark circles around the wizard’s
eyes, and realising that he really didn’t know how old Allazar was.
He looked no more than thirty, perhaps forty, which was certainly
old enough from the perspective of his own twenty years. But there
really was no telling with wizards.

“Mmm? I’m sorry
Longsword?”

Gawain frowned. “Come,
Allazar, you’ve barely said a word since we left Ferdan. My lady’s
best efforts have earned little more than a heartless chuckle from
you and my best efforts are poor even at the best of times. And
these are not the best of times. I need you hale and hearty when we
reach Raheen.”

Allazar sighed, and
nodded sadly. He sat on his blanket with his legs crossed under his
robes, his face turned slightly toward the faint breezes swirling
up from the south. But it was Elayeen who broke the silence.

“Gawain, why must we go to Raheen? You have told me of the
horror that greeted you when you returned there from your
banishment a year ago, of the ruin of your land. I have felt the
pain within you when you look to the south.”

“A
year?” Gawain asked softly, looking over the top of Elayeen’s
silver-blonde head towards the unseen shores of the Sea of Hope far
to the south. “It seems so much longer.”

He took the strip of
frak she offered him with a weak smile and began to chew. The
leathery spiced meat brought back memories of his time beneath the
Dragon’s Teeth with Martan of Tellek, who perhaps even now was
hammering his tortuous way through hard rock and pain.

Then he took a deep
breath and turned his gaze sternly back to the wizard, who seemed
to Gawain to be as crumpled as the robes of his calling.

“So.
Allazar.”

“Eh?
Oh. It will pass,” Allazar repeated, “It will pass.”

“It
took only a week for the burns on my hands to heal, thanks to the
see-eelan healers in Thal-Hak’s entourage.” And it was true, the
unguent given him to soothe the burns he’d received when the
strange aquamire had burst forth from the Sword of Justice, and
himself, were all but a memory, just a slight discolouration on his
palms now remained.

“My
wounds cannot be seen.” Allazar said quietly, smiling again as if
to reassure his companions.

“Dwarfspit. They’re as plain as the nose on your face.” Gawain
pressed.

“I do
not know what to say, Longsword. Words seem… evasive of
late.”

“Your
world has come crashing down around your ears, all you once held
sacred lies like ash around your feet, those you trusted and
respected have betrayed you, together with all of us, to the
darkest of enemies. Again.”

Gawain felt Elayeen
stiffen beside him and even to his own ears, the words sounded
harsh.

Allazar simply turned
his gaze away to the north, towards Ferdan, and nodded.

“Then
you must do as I did, wizard. Set yourself a new course. Make for
yourself a new target for the rage and confusion and loss you feel,
and make that target Morloch. Gather your wits, Allazar, and your
strength. I need them.” And then Gawain surprised himself as well
Allazar with a word: “Please.”

The long silence that
followed was broken only by the quiet chewing of frak and the
occasional buzzing of insects.

“We
have no way of knowing how far and how deep the rot goes.” Allazar
announced quietly, as if talking to himself. “Nor any idea how much
damage is even now being done throughout the kingdoms. Word of
Morloch’s appearance at the Council will have spread, word of the
treachery. On receipt of that word,” Allazar sighed and fiddled
with a crease in his robes, “On receipt of that word it is entirely
possible that open warfare commenced within the ranks of the
brethren. There is no telling what carnage may have been wrought
upon the unsuspecting, by wizards of power allied to Morloch’s vile
cause.”

Sudden alarm gripped
Elayeen’s slender frame and she sat bolt upright. “There are many
wizards in Elvendere,” she gasped.

“Yes,
my lady,” Allazar said softly. “There are many of the brethren in
all lands.”

“Yet
as we saw at Ferdan,” Gawain announced, mostly for Elayeen’s sake,
“Not all are traitors. Yet.”

Allazar nodded, but
took no reassurance from Gawain’s assertion. “But they will be the
weaker, for they will be unsuspecting, and thus easy prey. It is
the attacker who has the advantage of surprise in an ambush, not
the innocent defender.”

Elayeen cast an
imploring look at Gawain, but all he could do was nod in agreement
with the wizard, who continued:

“In
the aftermath of Ferdan, they will all have looked for a leader.
You should have remained, Longsword, it was to you they would have
turned.”

“Which
is precisely why we had to leave. Once the heat of battle and
recriminations had died down, they would’ve looked to Rak for
guidance. He will keep alive the dream of union, and his diplomacy
will win the battle for hearts and for minds. In such a battle my
sword could only fail.”

“You
underestimate yourself.”

“So do
you, whitebeard.”

“Thank
you.”

“No, I
meant you underestimate me too.”

“Ah.”

But again Allazar’s
eyes remained empty of any spark of humour. Gawain wondered if he
himself had looked so distant and hollow a year ago, roaming the
lowlands, wreaking terror and vengeance upon the Ramoth. He
conceded he probably had.

Then the old Allazar
seemed to press up from the depths of the wizard’s despair. “Do you
really believe what you said, at the Council, words so strong they
provoked the traitors to reveal themselves?”

Gawain frowned. “What
did I say?”

“You
don’t remember?”

“A lot
happened, wizard, in a short space of time.” Gawain
lied.

“You
said: Brothers of Morloch, were you not sent out centuries ago,
when first your kind realised the devastation wrought by you on
your own lands was irreversible? Are you not here to prepare the
way for his coming?”

Gawain sighed. “That
insight was born of the strange aquamire within me, and within my
blade.”

“If it is true, then
the same blood courses through my veins as theirs.”

“It’s not blood but
brains determines actions, Allazar. A one-eyed old soldier told me
that when I was a boy.”

“And
yet the weakness for aquamire may have been bred into all of us,
all of the brethren.”

“True
enough. But you’ve had plenty of opportunities to avail yourself of
Morloch’s good will, and taken none of them. So have
others.”

“Yes,”
Elayeen announced firmly, perhaps more for her own peace of mind
than for anyone else’s, “The wizard Pahak stood firm by my father
at Ferdan. There were others too who fought against Morloch’s
evil.”

But Allazar was far
from convinced. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps there are fewer in
Morloch’s service than we know. Perhaps the brethren who truly
serve the races of Man have already prevailed, and I am fretting
needlessly.”

Gawain doubted it too.
He remembered all too clearly the many visions he had seen swimming
in the darkness of the great aquamire lens beneath the Teeth,
images which could only have come from the eye-amulets worn by
Morloch’s minions.

With a great drawing in
of breath Allazar straightened his back, seeming to uncrumple
before their very eyes. “Well, Longsword. We have pressed hard
across the plains almost to the border with Callodon and you still
haven’t told us why we are making such unseemly haste for
Raheen.”

Gawain frowned again,
and silently chewed his frak. At length he swallowed, and then
looked a little sheepish.

“I’m not entirely
sure,” he said. “It was another insight, or rather more of a
feeling… something that came to me as that strange aquamire drained
from me and leapt across the void to strike Morloch beyond the
Teeth. I can’t explain it.”

“So we
have abandoned kings in their hour of need to pursue a feeling?”
Elayeen stared at him. “G’wain there must be more than that,
surely?”

“I’m
sorry,” he replied, and he meant it. “I only know that it’s
important.”

“What
is?” Allazar asked, as though the answer were a straw to be
clutched and he a drowning man.

“Raheen. And the reason why Morloch fears me so, now that he
knows who I am.”

 


oOo


2. Of Songs and
Shadows

 


When their frugal yet
filling meal was finished and bedding laid out for the night,
Gawain placed his weapons within easy reach and was about to
announce that he’d take first watch when suddenly he paused, the
breath caught in his throat.

Elayeen and Allazar
instinctively began to reach for their own weapons, but Gawain let
the breath out in a long sigh.

“Raheen’s never been
invaded.” He announced, frowning and sitting cross-legged on his
saddle at the head of his bedding. “Nor was it ever conquered, not
for centuries. Not without dark magic.”

Elayeen shot a
quizzical glance at Allazar and received one in return. Gawain
looked up at them both, and then off into the distance as dusk
turned from steel grey to burnt charcoal peppered with an endless
ocean of stars.

“I say centuries,
because no-one knows for sure. There’s only one way up to the top
of the plateau, and the same way back down.”

Elayeen settled on her
blankets an arm’s length away from Gawain, and drew her knees up
and her tunic closer about her. Allazar, on the other hand, quietly
lay down, pulling a thin cloak over himself and folding his arms
over his chest as he listened.

“Some say… some
said…that the attack upon Raheen by the Goth-lord Armun Tal
of Goria counted as an invasion,” Gawain shrugged, “and also may
technically have counted as Raheen being conquered. For about ten
minutes. But that’s why most of us would add ‘not without dark
magic’ when discussing our history.”

A breeze, long and
welcome, sighed across grasses and gorse from the west, as if the
Gorian Empire itself was remembering the time of the Goth-lords,
and the dread power they wielded, and was relieved that those times
were long gone. Elayeen shivered suddenly, and then followed
Allazar’s lead, laying down on her bedding, her saddle for a
pillow, drawing a blanket over herself.

“In those days,” Gawain
continued, “Pellarn was free, and Callodon strong. The Empire knew
it couldn’t hope to violate the one without facing the might and
fury of the other, and Raheen cavalry to sweep away any invader
foolish enough to offend either.

“Scholars and
historians taught that the Armun Tal had it in mind to hold the
Downland Pass closed against our forces as a prelude to an invasion
of Pellarn, to stop us giving military support to Callodon and
Pellarn, even all those years ago.”

“What was a Goth-lord?”
Elayeen asked softly.

Gawain looked down at
her and smiled sadly before sliding gently off his saddle and lying
back against it, gazing up at the stars.

“Dark wizards, of a
kind. Perhaps Allazar knows more about them?”

But the wizard made no
reply, so Gawain continued: “We were taught that the Goth-lords
were once noblemen of the Empire who had joined together with a
powerful wizard, with the intention of using such powers as they
might gain in order to advance their ambitions, even to usurp the
Emperor himself. But the powers they learned to wield corrupted
them, and they ultimately turned upon each other, through ambition
and jealousy.

“The one called Armun
Tal is said to have ruled a dominion to the southwest of Pellarn,
and knowing that Raheen could bring the might of its cavalry to the
field within a matter of days, he sought to bottle us up by
blocking the Pass, and with the cavalry thus checked, to launch an
invasion of Pellarn. That was…” Gawain paused again, briefly, and
drew a blanket around his shoulders. “That was three hundred and
eighty seven years ago. The Gorian Emperor apparently gave his
tacit blessing to the venture, and quietly moved two of his prized
praetorian legions to within bowshot of the Eramak River on
Pellarn’s western border. This was in order to claim Pellarn for
the Emperor once the invasion began, they said, rather than permit
the Goth-lord to claim it for himself.

“It was summer, four
years into the reign of Edwyn the Third of Raheen. He was a young
king, barely ten years old when the crown passed to him on the
sudden death of his father. Those were different times. Callodon
and Juria were practically at each other’s throats in those days,
so most of the steel in both those lands was pointed at each other
not too far south of here, at the border, near Jarn. I told you
about my time in Jarn? And my first meeting with the Ramoth
there?”

“Hmm-hmm.” Elayeen
affirmed quickly, not wanting to spoil the flow of Gawain’s
story.

“So. In Raheen the
standing army was around five thousand riders, but many more in
reserve. Of course, they were spread around the land, though the
One Thousand were stationed in barracks at the Pass, always in
readiness, always watchful.”

Gawain sighed in
disgust. “But we were looking the wrong way. The Downland Pass is
on the eastern side of the plateau, and closely watched. With only
the one way up or down we didn’t want anyone sneaking in and
closing the bottom of the Pass against us.

“We
had outposts on the western flank too, of course, but the
watchtowers mostly looked north, and northwest, looking for the
beacons which would be lit if Callodon or Pellarn needed our
aid.

“By the time Edwyn
received word in the Great Hall of The Keep in castletown that a
‘strange cloud’ was rising from the south-western lowlands and
travelling against the wind towards our homeland, the Goth had
already crested the plateau at the western falls of the river
Styris. He rode on the back of a great winged beast, a Graken they
called it, a creature dark wizard-made, and the ‘strange cloud’
that the watchmen had sent word about was in fact a host of
grotesque flying insects, bred through the Goth-lord’s foul magic:
Clawflies.

“The Goth really had no
need of evil wizardry with such a host at his command. Each of the
creatures was the length of man’s hand, and its claws spiteful
sharp, like the saw tooth edges of razor-grass. Armun Tal atop his
Graken simply soared high across the land, while the great flying
host, truly like a vast cloud, swept low above the ground,
following the master’s shadow, inflicting great pain and misery on
beast and men alike. Clawfly wounds were not fatal in themselves,
but so many small cuts, hundreds in some cases, were an agony which
drove men and animals to the brink of madness, and neither fur nor
hair nor hide nor clothing was proof against the swarm.”

Again Gawain paused,
drawing the blanket tighter around him. Nightfall seemed suddenly
to draw the heat from the air around them just as aquamire had
drawn the sunlight from beyond the Teeth.

“Armun Tal had intended
to cross Raheen west to east, to follow the river Styris as far as
the Farin Bridge, then head arrow-straight for the market town of
Downland, the barracks, and the Pass, and there let his vile host
feast on The Thousand. He himself would use his magic to ward off
any attempts at liberation the wizards of Raheen might make upon
him, so they said.

“But the fact is, when
the Goth-lord saw the effect his passing was having on people and
horses and livestock, the panic and chaos left in the wake of his
swarm, his ambition like that of all his vile brethren got the
better of him, and he turned south. South, following the river
Styris, heading for the castletown itself.”

Gawain popped the
stopper from a water skin and took a long drink before continuing.
Even the horses seemed to be listening, and the buzzing of insects,
so noticeable earlier in the evening while he was brushing Gwyn,
had faded.

“Now, it just so
happens that as the Goth-lord approached the Farin Bridge from the
west, a young Forester by the name of Gillyan Treen was about to
cross the bridge from the east. She was returning from the Downland
market to her post in the woodlands of Bernside, on the shores of
Lough Rea in the midlands when she saw the Goth-lord’s dark shadow
sweeping towards her, and saw and heard the agony of merchants and
travellers on that busy road as the swarm overcame them.”

Gawain smiled grimly,
remembering the indolent guardsman at Ferdan on his first visit
there a year ago…

"You're a Royal Jurian
Forester, and never seen an elf?"

"No, I'm a Royal
Jurian Forester who's spent the last two years guarding these
offices and answering every simpleton's question that comes through
that gate. Anything else I can do for you, traveller recently out
of Callodon, or may I return to my duty?"

“What happened? What
did she do?” Elayeen demanded, though her voice was soft as
nightfall.

“Sorry. I was just
remembering… You’ve not heard her name before?”

“No.”

“Ah. Well, now you
have. Gillyan Treen was a Forester in the service of the King and
though she knew it not that summer’s morning, she was to change
life in Raheen, forever. It’s important to know that while the
woodlands in Raheen were nothing like the great forest of
Elvendere, we did have woodlands, and copses, and yes, what we
called a forest. And Foresters, too. Quite often the Foresters
would train in the lowlands alongside those of Pellarn and
Callodon, and… well… one or two might’ve crossed the Eramak for a
quiet poke around in the woodlands of Goria now and then, just to
keep an eye on things.”

Elayeen smiled in the
starlight, and Gawain thought he heard Allazar’s stifled
chuckle.

“Anyway,” Gawain smiled
too, “It’s also important to know that two years earlier, Gillyan
Treen had come face to face with a particularly unfriendly wildcat
in the woods and in the ensuing commotion, not only did she receive
a nasty mauling but her shortbow cracked when its string was broken
and the sudden shock of the bow being released broke it. The
wildcat too was injured, by Gillyan’s blade, enough to encourage it
to flee.

“As soon as Gillyan had
stitched the worst of her wounds and bound up the others she set
out to find the wildcat. It was wounded and had been mad enough as
it was without pain adding to its misery and so Gillyan sought to
end its suffering. In short, she tracked the beast, and when she
found it, having no bow, she remembered a trick she had learned
from her grandfather as a child, and using her spare bowstring in
the manner of a spear-throwing stick, threw an arrow at the wild
creature and, with great good fortune, knocked it from its perch in
the boughs of a tree and eased its passing with her knife.

“From that point on she
practiced the throwing of arrows daily, so that should her bow ever
be broken again she would not be defenceless at range. The shortbow
was the Raheen weapon of choice back then, much better suited for
horsemen than any other.

“And so to the Farin
Bridge, two years later. Seeing the swarm approaching and the awful
damage it inflicted on horse and rider, Gillyan at once urged her
steed into the river. As the Goth-lord swung south, entirely
heedless of the Forester, the swarm slowly did likewise, but not
before it completely overshadowed the Styris and the bridge.
Gillyan tried to pull her steed’s head under the water but even
Raheen horses draw the line at trying to breathe submerged, so
while Gillyan was safe from the clawflies’ attentions, her poor
horse suffered deep and spiteful lacerations on the nose and ears
before finally, to protect its eyes, it at last plunged its face
deep below the surface.

“When the shadow had
passed and both horse and chosen mount could hold their breath no
longer, they emerged. Seeing the direction that the swarm and the
Goth-lord had taken, Gillyan Treen immediately gave pursuit, but
the speed of the Graken and clawflies outstripped horse and rider,
though not by much.

“In the Great Hall
there was consternation. Messages were arriving of an invasion by a
ferocious winged horde led by a flying creature of enormous size,
as well as messages of man-eating locusts and garbled news of tiny
carnivorous birds wreaking havoc across the western reaches.
Edwyn’s advisors, keenly aware of the king’s youth, advised closing
the Pass and calling the Thousand to reinforce castletown.

“Others laughed off the
reports as some kind of lunacy. Wizards alternately called for
fires to be lit, that the smoke might deter any flying creatures
from approaching the capitol, and for beasts, cattle and the like,
to be slaughtered without the walls so that any voracious invaders
might feast upon the carcasses and not upon his royal majesty and
his loyal servants, meaning of course the wizards themselves.

“Instead, Edwyn ordered
the guard to stand to the walls and instructed the rest of his
‘loyal servants’ to follow him up to the top of the Keep, probably
so everyone would see the King in command of whatever might occur,
be it bird, beast, locust or lunacy.

“What occurred of
course was the Goth-lord, and the swarm. Armun Tal astride his
Graken overflew the Keep, while the swarm sent the guardsmen
screaming in bloody agony from the walls. Then, while the wounded
lay writhing and sobbing and utterly incapable of action, at some
unspoken command from the Goth-lord, the swarm settled on the
stones of the walls. The walls weren’t high or strong-built, they
were more symbolic than functional, a boundary declaring ‘here
dwell the Crowns of Raheen’ rather than a real defence. Now they
were black and heaving, alive with the Goth-lord’s creatures.


“Armun Tal’s Graken back-winged into the courtyard
in front of the Keep itself, and while it was folding its immense
wings one of the wizards atop the tower sent down streamers of
fire. He might as well have sprinkled the Goth-lord with
rose-petals. Armun Tal simply waved the streamers away and a small
cloud of clawflies flew up from the wall behind him to swarm upon
the offending wizard who ran, screaming in pain and panic, blinded,
flailing, only to tumble over the parapet to his doom on the
flagstones below.

“Where is the
Crown? Armun Tal demanded from the Graken’s back. I am here,
Goth! Edwyn replied. It is said the Goth-lord laughed, and when
he did, the heaving black walls seemed to ripple and shudder as
though the swarm really was a part of him. You will kneel before
me, boy-king, Raheen is mine, or my army shall feast upon your
people!”

Gawain sighed in the
night and shook his head sadly. “I stood so many times atop the
Keep, in the very spot Edwyn himself stood nearly four centuries
ago. I looked down upon the courtyard as he did that day. Looked at
the north walls as he must have done, and tried to imagine them all
black and crawling… the walls aren’t there any more…”

Gawain sighed again,
pushing away the memories of his devastated homeland.

“But there you are.
Look down upon Armun Tal Edwyn did, and royal crown he was, part of
a line unbroken since time immemorial, a line which stretches down
to me. I shall come down, Goth! Edwyn said, and we shall
discuss the matter. Again the Goth-lord laughed. There is
nothing to discuss! Come down, boy-worm-king, and give me the
crown, or I shall send my horde to fetch it!

“Come down Edwyn did.
Down the spiral steps worn smooth from centuries of boots upon
them. Down to the Great Hall, and the thrones therein, and the
Circle of Justice wherein stood the Sword of Justice. This sword
that I carry. The very same longsword with which I have wrought
such vengeance upon the Ramoth and Morloch.”

Gawain’s voice had
dropped almost to a whisper, yet carried a fierce pride and
strength. Both Allazar and Elayeen sat up now, transfixed.

“Edwyn, King of Raheen,
fourteen years old and barely as tall as the great sword that sat
in its home-stone in the centre of that great circle, striding
forward to meet the Goth-lord Armun Tal of Goria seated upon a
Graken at the head of a filthy horde of dark-made horror. They say
Edwyn paused only long enough to draw the longsword from its
resting place, and that he drew it with one hand.

“Out of the circle
then, through the rows of tables and benches towards the sunshine
streaming in through the mighty iron-braced oaken portals, and
towards the evil invader beyond, without a missed step, without a
hint of fear or doubt. Into the sunlight, a walk of thirty yards
across the flagstones and greensward to where the Graken waited,
foul breath reeking.

“On seeing Edwyn thus,
the Goth-lord laughed again, and the black walls shuddered.
What’s this? A fool who would challenge me on foot with a
horseman’s blade, and I, Armun Tal of the Goth-lords of
Goria!

“History didn’t record
Edwyn’s reply because apparently he didn’t make one. For at that
moment, Gillyan Treen came thundering through the north gate on her
steed, swinging her horse-friend to the right to try to make the
northwest corner of the Keep to the Goth-lord’s right flank. They
said that Armun Tal was so surprised by an attack from the rear, a
direction he thought well and truly disabled by the swarm which had
followed him, he simply sat atop the Graken and watched agog as the
Forester charged down his right flank and loosed a shaft from her
shortbow.”

Gawain paused again,
and took another drink of water. His companions, wide-eyed in the
starlight, hugged their wraps about them, caught up in the tension
of the story.

“Remember, Gillyan was
a Forester, not a Rider. Yes, she had been chosen by her
horse-friend as I was chosen by Gwyn, but she was by no means a
cavalrywoman. The woodlands were her domain. So, when she loosed
her shaft, she did not take into account the speed and motion of
her horse. To her eye, the shaft should have passed clean through
the head of the astonished Goth-lord atop the Graken, but to her
horror it missed completely, and slammed instead into the throat of
the winged beast whose head had reared up and turned away from
Edwyn to see what had startled its master so.

“The creature let out a
deafening shriek as the stone-tipped shaft ripped through the soft
flesh below its jaws to bury itself deep into the neck-bone
beneath. Armun Tal seemed to throw his hand towards Gillyan Treen
and a black ball of smoke shot towards her, but because the Graken
reared up so violently the black wizardry also missed its target,
striking instead the left flank and hindquarters of her
horse-friend. The horse fell, as did the rider, but while the rider
got up again, the horse did not.

“The Goth-lord fell
too, toppled from his saddle atop the thrashing Graken. Edwyn
stepped forward, swung the longsword in a mighty arc, cleaving the
mortally-wounded creature’s head open, killing it instantly. Then
he began advancing upon the Goth-lord.

“Armun Tal, on his
hands and knees, looked first towards his dead Graken, then Edwyn
striding towards him, then towards Gillyan Treen. She was covered
in grime, clothes still wet from the river, her nose was bleeding
and her right leg looked to be broken, but she knelt on her good
left knee and was nocking another shaft to her shortbow. The
Goth-lord, probably slightly dazed from his fall, possibly judged
her to be the most dangerous threat to him, and was certainly going
to strike her down with another ball of black wizardry, but those
who were there said they heard him give a bark of a laugh when
Gillyan tried to draw the bow, and it promptly broke. It had been
damaged when her poor horse-friend had been blown from beneath her,
casting her onto the flagstones in the fall.

“Instead, the Goth-lord
turned his attention to Edwyn, who in three more strides was now
within range of his quarry and was swinging the Sword of Justice
again. But Armun Tal simply grinned, and placing both his hands
before him, made a shimmering black disk like a shield appear
before him. The great blade struck the disk, and there was much
crackling and streamers of dark magical fire, before Armun Tal
stood and using the shield, thrust against Edwyn, sending him
stumbling backwards.

“And now the crown
is mine he said, and the black shield faded as he raised his
right hand and conjured a black ball of smoke, the same as had
killed Gillyan’s horse-friend. And that was when Gillyan’s second
shaft sang across the courtyard with the crack of a string,
slamming into the Goth-lord’s ribs just below his exposed armpit.
At once, Edwyn danced forward, swinging the longsword in a flat arc
with all the power his boyish yet kingly frame could muster.

“That swing took the
Goth-lord’s left arm clean off on its way through ribs and heart to
spine. There is… there was a small monument on the spot where Armun
Tal fell, slain by King and Forester. The clawflies, creatures of
the dark magic wielded by the Goth, died with their master, falling
from the walls to twitch and smoulder and smoke and then fade to
ash in the sunlight…”

Gawain sighed, and
paused a moment while Raheen pride and great sadness threatened to
break his voice. But when he continued, his voice wavered not.

“When Gillyan’s broken
leg had mended and her other wounds healed, Edwyn asked her to
teach him the trick she had learned from her grandfather in her
childhood, how to throw an arrow with the power and accuracy of a
bow, using only a knotted cord. When he had learned, and seen how
effective it was, and how practical, he ordered all in the service
of Raheen to learn its use. Thus did Gillyan Treen change life in
Raheen, forever, setting in motion the change from shortbow to the
famed Raheen arrow-throwing.

“They even made a song
for her, a favourite of the bards. It told the tale of Gillyan and
her part in the destruction of the Goth-lord. And it went on for
many verses and I’m not much for songs, so don’t ask me what the
words are or to sing it! I don’t mind music on flutes and harps and
lyres but usually when someone stands up to sing a song that’s when
I find nature calls or that I suddenly need fresh air.”

“Spoilsport.” Elayeen
sighed, hugging her knees beneath her blanket, and Gawain
smiled.

“But I do remember some
of the words. I told you the story because I think it has to do
with why I need to take Allazar to Raheen. It went:

“something something
blah, and shadow swept across the land, and something
something something, then sword from circle Edwyn drew, and in
the sunlight shadow slew, where Gillyan Treen an arrow threw,
and something something blah. Sorry. Maybe somewhere in Callodon
there might be someone who remembers the whole thing, not that I
think it’s important.”

“What do you
think is important, Longsword?” Allazar asked quietly.

“The sword. And the
circle. And the shadows. Edwyn was only fourteen years old and the
sword was probably bigger than him at the time he drew it and cut
that Goth-lord practically in two. You’ve seen me wield it too. And
you saw the look on Morloch’s face when he found out who I am.”

After a few moments of
thoughtful silence, Gawain announced he’d take first watch, and his
companions lay down to sleep. Gawain drew his blanket tighter
around his shoulders, then rubbed his hands, feeling the softness
of the new-healed skin of his palms, bringing the memory of Ferdan
flooding to the forefront of his thoughts once more:

Gawain flipped the
blade in a lazy arc as Morloch extended his hands, and then he
plunged the longsword deep into the floor, through the planking at
the centre of the circle, and down into the soft rich earth of
Juria beneath.

The beam of black
light linking the Sword of Justice to the dying wizard suddenly
surged, blasting through the wizard's body and back again, to
reflect off the weapon's hilt still clutched by Gawain, now on his
knees, staring at Morloch.

"Gawain!" Elayeen
cried again, Jerryn and Sarek clinging to her, holding her back,
while Allazar continued to chant, raising a protective glow around
the centre of the circle.

There was a sudden
stillness as Gawain closed his eyes, and then he opened them, and
the trapped energy of strange aquamire held within the blade and
himself blasted from the hilt of the longsword and ripped into the
shimmering cloud, smashing into Morloch, blasting him back into the
wall of his stone tower far beyond the Teeth.

Gawain sighed as the
shimmering image rippled, watching as Morloch, like himself, now on
his knees, stared back at him in shock, and pain, and fear...

"Impossible..."
Morloch gasped, a black liquid oozing from his mouth. "...It cannot
be! You cannot be Raheen!"

The image faded, and
was gone, and all was silent, the air filled with the smell of
oceans.

 


Oh yes, Gawain thought
grimly, turning his gaze to the darkness in the north, I am
Raheen.
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3. Not Much of
Substance

 


As the crowns of Raheen
and their wizard continued their haste south in the general
direction of the once-thriving market town of Jarn, familiar
territory for Gawain, they were cautious also to continue avoiding
all habitation. But as they neared the vicinity of the Callodon
town where Gawain had once stood side by side with Tallbot,
guardsman of the protectorate of Jarn, Allazar became not only his
old dignified and wizardly self, but also increasingly fretful. It
was while they were walking their horses through a sparse copse of
spindly trees and eating lunch on the move that the wizard finally
gave vent to his discomfort.

“Longsword. Jarn is
less than a day’s ride now. We could be there shortly before dark,
few would see us arrive and the hour would yet be respectable
enough to acquire bed and board at an inn of good repute.”

“True,” Gawain agreed
pleasantly enough. “But last time I passed through there, the inn
was closed and boarded up, the people cowed, the market deserted.
Besides, the sooner we get to Raheen, the better. We don’t know
what spies Morloch may have lurking there in Jarn, looking for us.
It was held by the Ramoth for a long time before I fired their
tower.”

“Spies?” Elayeen asked,
surprised, “Looking for us?”

Gawain blinked, taken
aback by her question. “Yes, mithroth, looking for us.”

“Why would they be
looking for us?”

“Indeed,” Allazar
interjected, “Especially since you told everyone at the King’s
Council in Ferdan where we are bound. Our destination was hardly a
secret when we left.”

“Knowing where we are
going is one thing, knowing which route we are taking quite
another.”

Elayeen seemed
unconvinced. “But since the Council at Ferdan saw all, saw Morloch
himself and the treachery of wizards, and knows the truth of the
impending assault from the north, why should spies be searching for
us?”

“You think me
over-cautious?”

Elayeen stopped and
eyed her husband as if gauging his mood. “I had thought,” she said
quietly, “That we had been avoiding habitation for the sake of
speed alone. Not through fear of some kind of reprisals,
miheth.”

“It’d be wisest to
assume that since Morloch fears me so, he has a reason to continue
his efforts to destroy me. It wasn’t the crowned heads and
ambassadors of five kingdoms that the traitors at Ferdan were
attempting to kill. It was you, which would achieve my death just
as surely had they struck me down.”

“We know this,” Elayeen
persisted, “Yet we prevailed. They sought your life to prevent you
persuading Council to unite against Morloch’s armies lurking in the
wilderness of the farak gorin. But that reason is no more, since
all in the hall at Ferdan saw the truth for themselves. As you have
said yourself, mithroth, it falls now to Rak of Tarn to forge a
union between the kingdoms. If anyone is a threat to Morloch now,
it is surely he, and he is safely surrounded by the honour guards
of all those noble heads yet at Ferdan. Union, you said, is what
Morloch fears most.”

“It is,” Gawain
conceded, though feeling his frustration rising. “But he fears the
Union because it will set back his plans, and prevent his armies
spilling across the farak gorin to consume the southlands. Me, he
fears for reasons I don’t understand, and that’s why I must take
Allazar to Raheen.”

“And yet,” Allazar
insisted, “We know nothing of events which may have transpired
since we left Ferdan in such haste almost two months ago now. It
may be that Lord Rak has already succeeded in forging a union, or
it may be that catastrophe has struck and disaster is hard upon our
heels. ”

“There were many
wizards in Elvendere, Gawain.” Elayeen announced.

“We have come this far
unscathed and unnoticed. We’ve even endured the plains with nothing
but the sky for a roof and the ground beneath us for a bed and
you’d cast that aside for what? A night at an inn which may yet be
shuttered up and the risk of attack, all for what, some news of
events we cannot possibly influence?”

“Or
news of events which may reduce the need for such haste,
G’wain.”

But Gawain was unmoved.
“Dwarfspit and Elve’s Blood, do either of you seriously believe
that in a few short weeks Rak even with all his diplomacy could
bind the five kingdoms together in common purpose and raise forces
enough to hold the farak gorin, never mind destroy the Morlochmen
encamped in the Barak-nor? You two know the politics of these
lowlands far better than I, tell me that it’s possible Rak has
already succeeded. As for catastrophe and disaster hard upon our
heels, it’s for a means of ending that possibility we must reach
Raheen as soon as we can.”

“A means of ending that
possibility?” Elayeen stood with her hands upon her hips, gazing up
into his steel-grey eyes, “It’s not so long ago that Allazar and I
learned our headlong rush across the plains was in answer to a
vague feeling brought on by the strange aquamire which once
darkened your eyes. Now you tell us it is for a means of ending
catastrophe?”

Gawain stared at
Elayeen, lost for words in the face of her unexpected
challenge.

“And,” she continued,
leaning forward a little, “What if the catastrophe lies in wait
ahead of us? What if news awaits us in Jarn, news from friends and
allies warning that Morloch’s forces have gathered at the foot of
the Downland Pass and await our arrival? This threat you imagine
may not know which route to Raheen we are taking, but since there’s
only one way up to the plateau our route to it matters not a
jot.”

“Your lady has a point,
Longsword.” Allazar announced softly.

“Yes thank you
whitebeard you’ve made your opinion on the matter very clear.”

“And I hope my
opinion carries a little more weight than you give to our friend,
miheth, or do you propose to silence me with a casual insult
too?”

Gawain seemed to feel
Elayeen’s anger swelling, like embers flaring within his chest
fanned into life by their binding, but he couldn’t be sure it
wasn’t his own rising ire and nothing at all to do with their
throth-bound dependency.

“We are scarce eight
days hard ride from the foot of the Pass.” Gawain asserted, taking
a step forward, “And have achieved this feat thus far entirely
unopposed. I intend that we should continue to Raheen without pause
or delay.”

“And then what, G’wain?
Charge headlong up the Pass to the ruin that was your homeland, on
horses already tired from their weeks of flight across the plains
from Ferdan? And with what supplies? What are we and the horses to
eat and drink once upon the desolate plateau you have described?
And for what, when we get there? What if Allazar can make nothing
of your ‘vague feeling of something important’?”

“This confrontation
does no good…” Allazar began, only for Gawain to cut him off with a
wave of his hand…

“It’s the wizard I need
to take to Raheen, Elayeen, not you!” Gawain asserted, quietly, the
softness of his voice almost menacing, the rage and frustration in
his chest making his heart pound as he stooped a little to bring
his eyes closer to Elayeen’s.

“Then take him there!”
she spat, jabbing a slender finger into his chest, driving him back
a pace. “We have followed you with blind trust and hope in our
hearts all these weeks driven by the conviction that some mighty
and noble reason lay at the core of our headlong dash only to find
that reason has nothing to do with it at all! And
that the sole motivation for this sprint across the plains is
nothing more than a wisp of intuition brought about by a dark-made
power! A dream would have more substance!”

Another jab of her
finger, and another pace forward, pushing Gawain further back,
anger colouring both their features now.

“I am no dwarf-maid of
Threlland, G’wain, I do not thrive on cold-pressed frak! I am no
plains-maid of Juria at home in a featureless expanse with horizons
broken by nothing bigger than wild gorse! And I am no horse-maid of
Raheen born to the saddle and yearning to spend great tracts of her
life galloping aimlessly about the place! I am Elayeen Rhiannon
Seraneth ní Varan, daughter of Elvendere, and though you be my
bounden heart and I be faranthroth and banished from my homeland
forever, I still have family, and friends, and yes a homeland I
love, and I would have news of them before I greet the horror of
what was once your homeland, your friends, and
your family!”

“Then go!” Gawain cried
as their conjoined anger reached breaking-point, “Go seek your news
in Jarn! Go! And risk all for nothing!”

“Nothing?” Elayeen
gasped, “News of my family and friends and homeland is nothing to
you? You should need no reminding that the greatest nothingness of
all is your destination!”

“Enough!” Allazar
cried, clapping his hands together in a futile attempt at diverting
their attention from each other, but such was the enthralling
nature of the rage that bound them they heard him not.

“Your homeland and
family and friends will be as nothing if Morloch isn’t
stopped!”

“And you believe a
night’s delay will make the slightest Dwarfspit of difference!”

“Enough!” Allazar cried
again, though this time when he clapped his hands the sound was
like the breaking of an oak, and accompanied by flash of light far
brighter than the late summer sunshine.

Elayeen and Gawain
staggered back from him, instinctively covering their eyes and
turning their heads. It was enough to break the fury that had held
them in thrall.

“That’s better.”
Allazar sighed. “I am sorry, but such confrontation between you
does no-one any good.”

But while the fury was
gone, great billowing clouds of anger remained to dim judgement and
senses. Elayeen turned on her heel, strode to her horse and
mounted, staring down at them coldly. “I am riding for Jarn and for
news of our world. If you choose to ride for Raheen then so be it.
I shall join you there, if or when I feel like it!”

Gawain simply glowered
at her, breathing hard and saying nothing. After a moment’s silence
save for the laboured breathing of all but the horses, Elayeen
kicked her steed forward towards the woodland track that led to the
ill-fated Callodon town.

It was only once his
queen was beyond sight that Gawain rounded on Allazar, fuming.

“You expect me to
charge after her, wizard, and thus be led by the nose at every turn
hereafter, a slave to her stupidity and whimsy!”

Allazar sighed. “No,
Longsword. I expect you to remember who you are, and to try to calm
yourself.”

“I know who I am!”
Gawain asserted, “It’s not I who needs reminding! I never need
reminding!”

“Yes, Longsword, it is
and you do. You are throth-bound. The anger and frustration you
feel is not your own. Nor is it entirely hers. Just as the tender
feelings between you are heightened and strengthened beyond the ken
of ordinary men and women when the two of you are together, so too
are any ill feelings between you. Frustration becomes anger becomes
rage becomes fury, it feeds upon itself within each of you and
grows into a thing all its own.”

“Dwarfspit! We are so
close to Raheen now I can almost hear the cry of the gulls wheeling
over the Sea of Hope, and all you and she are interested in is hot
food, hot baths and warm beds!”

“Perhaps if the two of you had been able to enjoy those
comforts together at least once during these past long weeks this
crisis would not have arisen. Your mind is not your own, Longsword.
Nor will it be, I fear, until Elayeen is further along the road to
Jarn and your frustrations become your own again.”

“Then I’ll add to the
distance by taking the easterly path and leave Jarn and whatever
frugal comforts it may yet possess to Elayeen, and she’s welcome to
them! You and I are bound for Raheen.”

“Until your respective
natures are restored, Longsword. At which point, both you and she
will remember the dread of athroth and race headlong into each
other’s embrace.”

“Dwarfspit,” Gawain
exclaimed, climbing into Gwyn’s saddle, “You mean she will
remember the dread of athroth and race headlong to me
halfway to Raheen. Mount up, whitebeard, we ride hard.”

“We cannot simply leave
her, Longsword, you know that.”

“Yes we can! I’ve left
her before, remember?”

“And later found her
three quarters dead in the circle of faranthroth.”

Gawain stared at the
wizard, and Gwyn shuffled nervously, entirely unused to being
unsure of her chosen mount’s intentions. Vague and distant memories
of Elvendere seemed briefly to poke holes in Gawain’s anger, but
Elayeen was still too close and their twinned anger too strong.

“We ride, wizard, for
Raheen.” Gawain ordered, and the steely glint in his eyes brooked
no dissent.

“Very well, your
Majesty.” Allazar sighed, and shook his head sadly, knowingly. The
coin which is the reward of youthful passions has two sides, the
one glorious, the other tragic, and until the wisdom of the aged is
acquired, there’s not much of substance to hold the two apart.
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