
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Ansellus
King

(A Newland
Tale)



A map of Newland
is available for internet browsers at:


Bit.ly/ANTmap

 


 


This series is
dedicated to my Patreon Patrons

 


 



Ansellus
King


Prologue

 


“You’re the
King of Newland,” Ansellus whispered to his reflection, and then he
spoke a little louder, seeing his own lips move in the silvered
Vennlandian glass. “I am the King of Newland.”

He nodded,
agreeing with himself, allowing that fury to abate a little,
feeling it simmer, pulsing, almost kneading, as if shaping him
somehow, inside. He watched his reflection reach out and take up
the belt holding that symbolic macana and the concealed dagger
within. He saw himself slip the belt over his head, watched his
hands adjust the strap now resting neatly and diagonally across his
chest, the small macana hanging just as his father had worn it.

“I am the King
of Newland,” he repeated quietly, and with searing ice in his tone.
“And. I. Have. Had. Enough!”
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1. Impossible
Laughter

 


“This…”
Ansellus King declared with a grimace, “This thing must be
preserved. Send to the Halls of Physic for a jar of appropriate
proportions, and preserving fluid.”

The officer of
the King’s Guard turned to leave his majesty’s private chambers,
but even before Diyell Lannson could offer his advice, Ansellus
promptly changed his mind.

“No, wait… I
had forgotten that those halls can no longer be entirely trusted.
Send instead my requirements to an apothecary somewhere in the
city, west side perhaps. Do so quietly, mark you, and please do so
quickly.”

“Sire.”

“Thank you,
officer.”

At once, the
fellow departed to carry out his orders, leaving the young king
alone with Diyell Lannson and the remains of a half-eaten
breakfast, which lay forgotten on the table where now reposed a
bloodstained sack and its grisly contents.

“It was Bereson
who killed the creature, you say?”

“Aye, sire.
Stabbed the wretched thing four times, and rather enthusiastically,
or so Radulfson described to me.”

Ansellus
nodded, and turned away from the table to walk across the lush
carpeting to a window, one of three great lattices of hardwood
whose many panes were of pristine clear glass. Here in the king’s
dining room, the windows faced east, admitting the morning’s early
sunshine. It was September 19th, and no sign now of the
great plume of smoke which had risen from the burning of The Blue
Anchor on the riverside before dawn.

“I have always
suspected that there’s far more to Bereson than meets the eye. I
had some very interesting conversations with him in the past which
seemed to hint at a far greater intelligence lurking beneath the
silly and foppish façade he portrays to the world. It doesn’t
surprise me at all that the noble lordling would leap to the fray
when needed. And you said it was Radulfson who took the creature’s
head, for crown’s evidence?”

“Aye, sire,
true, that, and with searing flames licking all around him while he
did the deed.”

The young man
swivelled on his hips, arms folded, glancing quizzically over his
left shoulder at his chief agent. Ansellus King was twenty-two
years old, shoulder-length hair well-groomed and almost glistening
ink-black in the sunlight streaming into the room. His was a kingly
head, resting upon kingly shoulders atop a kingly frame, every inch
quietly proclaiming the regal authority of the whole of the
man.

“You speak of
him with respect now, Diyell?”

“Grudgingly,
sire, aye, perhaps I do. But for his chiselling ways, he would make
for a counsellor of great value to Newland. He sees in the world
patterns and shapes and consequences which I and others do not. It
was Radulfson whose wits led us directly to the Wilden’s lair.
Doubtless it will be his wits which lead us to the other still
lurking somewhere on the eastern side of the river.”

“And Radulfson
who takes advantage of those wits to further his own ends,”
Ansellus turned to stare blindly out of the window once more, mind
still wheeling in shock at what he’d seen in the sack on the
table.

“True,” Lannson
agreed. “But perhaps he can no more change his nature than… I or
any other.”

“You meant to
say, you or I.”

“Aye, sire,
perhaps I did at that.”

“I was born to
this life of mine, Diyell. Pol Radulfson has made himself, much as
you yourself have done. But yes, perhaps you are right to give the
man some respect, grudgingly or otherwise. He has given us
irrefutable evidence that our lands are invaded. Certainly no-one
would believe that appalling thing the head of a
Newlander.”

“Radulfson has
had much to say about the enemies ranged against you, sire. And I
can gainsay none of it.”

Ansellus
nodded, and sighed. “Nor I. My father warned me about the guilds,
before he died. He always suspected they were at the heart of the
failed attempt against him when he was my age. Events, however,
rather overtook him, just as they appear to be overtaking me now,
though he’d always intended to do away with them when he judged the
time was right.”

“We still have
time, sire. Surely the ice is months away?”

“Indeed,
Diyell. Yet, I can do nothing about the wretched guilds while
Wilden creatures are at liberty in our lands and likely even now
massing on the shores of the Wildenvilt. The greater threat must be
dealt with, before the lesser.”

“We still do
not know that the ice will come this year, sire.”

“Clearly the
Wilden believe it shall. No, Diyell, we must act as though the
coming of the Wildenice is fact. The perfect strategy for chaos
which the Wilden have executed upon our lands is proof enough of
their belief. There in that sack is proof of it. You’ve seen their
influence at work, even experienced it, as others have…

“No, Diyell.
The ice is coming, the Wilden are coming, and what have I
now to meet that threat? The Fort infiltrated and filled with
suspicion, the west lobe filled with lazy-ague and indolence, the
east lobe living in fear of sudden madness and violence, and the
south all cupidity, and vicious with it. And if this Alluphant
is a real disease of oxen or the result of yet more Wilden
influence, how then shall the Fort be supplied with men and
materiel, and never mind our own needs? Can everything Hakson needs
be dragged up the road in handcarts or carried on the backs of
men?”

“I still have
received no evidence of malign influence or contagion in Oxtable,
sire.”

“The lack of
evidence comforts me not, Diyell. Harvest is upon us, and
afterwards, winter wheat must be sown for next year. Imagine all
that work, with no oxen for wagons or ploughs.”

Ansellus heaved
another sigh, and Lannson saw the slight shake of the king’s head.
The chief agent was about to speak, when they were interrupted by a
knocking on the door.

“Enter!”
Ansellus declared loudly, and the door opened to reveal a couple of
King’s Own Guards, one bearing a very large glass specimen jar, and
the other clutching an equally impressive ceramic gourd.

“Good,” the
king declared. “Did you have any trouble?”

“No, majesty,”
one of the officers replied, slightly breathless. “There is an
apothecary just outside the west gate who supplies many in the
courts, and he thought nothing of our request.”

“Diyell, help
the men, would you?”

“Aye, sire,”
Lannson tried not to grimace at the task assigned to him.

Still, with
teeth gritted, he and the men set to work; the grisly severed head
was deposited in a jar only just large enough to accommodate it,
and then the second officer drew the stopper from the gourd and
began to fill that jar with clear preserving fluid, which had a
distinct and rather unpleasant medicinal odour. The Wilden’s
ghastly remains thus completely immersed, both jar and gourd were
sealed.

That bald and
tattooed head seemed even more sinister given the distortion
imparted by the curvature of the glass, and those inked designs in
the dead flesh seemed once more to swirl as if animated. Four pairs
of eyes stared with grim fascination at the pickled head, as if
held in the grip of some strange influence yet emanating from its
dead eyes…

“Cover it,
someone, please,” Ansellus announced, “And have it taken to the
side cabinet of my reception room.”

When this had
been done, and the gruesome remains taken from the room, Ansellus
King crossed to a bell pull, and summoned servants to have the
breakfast things and the bloodstained tablecloth removed, while he
and Lannson then followed the two officers into the
splendidly-furnished reception room. On the sideboard, the jar
seemed continuously to call for their attention, even though
covered now by an embroidered cloth. The king sat, and indicated
that Lannson should do likewise, while the two officers left by a
main door to take up their posts without as if at some silent order
or unseen gesture.

“I imagine,”
Ansellus announced softly, “That the boat has left the shores of
Hardside by now. What was the name of the fellow who built it, and
sails now across the ‘straits?”

“Furcas
Balamson, sire. The Giant of Medvale.”

“Ah yes.
Remarkable, isn’t it? I heard it said, by an old tutor of mine back
when I was a boy, that one cannot judge a book by its cover.
I’d always thought it rather obvious even then, but the proof is
all around us. To think that within the frame of some giant brawny
and brawling drunkard lies the skill to build a boat with his own
two hands, and then to sail it across the Wildenstraits even to the
very shores of Newland’s ancient enemy. And back again,
hopefully.”

“It is indeed
remarkable, sire. As is finding such bright courage as shines in a
young dep from Bolsunder, and a hardy girl from Westwinnow.”

“Not to mention
that tenacious fellow Carrick Ranuldson. And now Bereson and
Radulfson. It’s Newland’s great good fortune to have such bright
lights as those, and others, working with us for the common good. I
certainly hope those bright lights will outshine the mass of dim
ones ranged against us.”

Lannson, weary
as he certainly was, smiled. “The dim ones are scattered and still
nursing the wounds of their abrupt dismissal from your long table,
sire.”

“And yet,
Diyell, it shall not be long before all those who wear that
wretched yellow cockade learn of my command to my uncle, the
Portlord Ingrannus, for the immediate abolition of his penny tax on
fish-oil. I fear Radulfson had the right of it when he declared
that tax inflammatory. Can you imagine winter’s long dark,
and the poor unable to light their lamps or heat their cooking
pots, and then news arriving of ice being sighted in the
‘straits?”

“I would prefer
not to, majesty.”

“Nor I. In
fact…”

Ansellus was
interrupted by a rather insistent rapping on the door, and with a
frown, called for the knocker to enter.

It was a young
runner, dishevelled and clearly in awe of his surroundings.

Lannson at once
apologised, and stood. “Forgive me, majesty, it is Sedrun, a
trusted runner I sent to Karraken’s Crevasse two days ago to bring
us news of events there.”

“Then speak,
Sedrun,” Ansellus commanded, “But close the door behind you before
so doing. Please sit, Diyell. I would hear his news with you.”

The nervous
youngster of course did as he was bid, blinking and licking his
lips while he self-consciously edged a little closer to the two
seated men.

“Calmly,
Sedrun, as though this were my own dusty office,” Lannson
soothed.

“Aye, sir… I
mean, aye, majesty… I been sent in advance o’ the men, since they
were on their way back already when I came upon ‘em up in the
north. Oh sir… majesty… it’s grim news they bear. They dint give me
the full of it, but sergeant Dylanson, he’s not far be’ind me,
taking a bath and changing ‘is uniform afore reporting…. Well, he
ran with me, sirs, the rest o’ the men coming later, bringing the
wounded in carts.”

“Wounded?”
Lannson declared with alarm. “How wounded, and how many?”

“Four sir, in
all manner o’ ways. Broke bones mainly, I reckon. Sir… majesty…
they are only eight returning, and four of ‘em hurt and carried
along down the road in the oxcarts…”

“And the other
four?” Ansellus asked quietly, fearing the answer. “Twelve of my
trusted guardsmen did I send to that place.”

“Dead sir…
majesty.”

“Dead! Dead
how?” Lannson blinked.

“Dunno, sir…
majesty… Beg pard, but sergeant Dylanson, he said he’d make a full
report. He ran back with me, him being the fittest and most senior
of ‘em all, and him ordering his corporal to make the best o’ stops
on the road fer the comfort o’ the wounded men. I been sent ahead
to say to expect sergeant Dylanson an’ his report, sirs, just as
soon as he’s took a bath and changed his uniform.”

“Well done
then, Sedrun. Take yourself off home now, and get some rest. You’ve
done well.”

“Aye sir,
majesty. Sirs? Them as are coming? They were in a state, sirs, like
they done terrible battle, clothes all torn and filthy, and eyes
like they were staring at something dread far off… proud men sir,
but… it were a pitiful sight as I found. It’s why I reckon sergeant
Dylanson wanted me to report, so’s he could make himself proper
presentable, and not come to you in dirty rags.”

“Thank you,
Sedrun,” Ansellus nodded. “We understand. And you, you do
understand the need to keep this news to yourself?”

“I do,
majesty.”

“He’s a good
lad, is Sedrun, and trustworthy, your majesty,” Lannson confirmed.
“Off ye go, lad. Your mother will be worried.”

“Aye sir.
Majesty.”

And not quite
sure how to take his leave from the king of all Newland, the
youngster backed away to the doors, and then swiftly knuckled his
brow, turned, and practically fled from the crown’s chambers.

“Four men dead…
I would have Radulfson here to listen to the report when the
sergeant makes it, Diyell. He might perhaps see more in the details
of it than you or I.”

“Sire, I fear
that by now both Radulfson and Bereson will have drunk themselves
unconscious. They were assailing a bottle of fine brandy when I
left them. They’ve had a very long and eventful few days of it, and
lately endured all manner of perils.”

“Ah. Your point
is well made, and well taken. Let them rest awhile. I shall summon
a scribe then, to take down the sergeant’s report. And I’ll have
horse and carriages sent to bring the survivors back to barracks.
You’ll stay and listen, of course.”

It wasn’t a
question; Lannson knew the young king well enough by now to
understand an order when he heard it.

“Sire.”

Ansellus stood,
and crossed to tug a bell pull before standing and staring at the
cloth-covered jar. Then he spoke, softly:

“Twelve of my
most trusted Guard did I send to Karraken’s Crevasse, in search of
evidence of all the things Yaran Bolsunderson spoke of finding
there. Powerful men, well-trained and deadly, skilled in the use of
all manner of arms... The King’s Guard the best of men, and the
twelve I chose the best of those. Only eight now return, and four
of them unable to walk. And here on the sideboard beneath the
cloth, immersed and pickled, it seems to me I hear the sound of a
dead Wilden laughing.”

Lannson said
nothing; and in his weariness from the night’s encounter with that
same Wilden while it was living, he thought he heard that
impossible laughter too.
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2. A Bad
Mistake

 


“Your majesty.
I beg to report on the action undertaken at Karraken’s
Crevasse…”

“Will you be
seated, sergeant? I’m told you ran alongside mister Lannson’s
runner, Sedrun. You must be tired in spite of your bath and change
of clothes.”

“Sire… I… I
b’lieve I’d like to stand. It’s brave men I’m to speak of, and
their bold deeds.”

Ansellus
regarded the brawny sergeant, the man’s neatly-cropped hair and
freshly-trimmed beard, the powerful physique, the crisp uniform and
the stripes worn proudly on the sleeves. Dylanson, one of the best
of men, who seemed now to be favouring his left arm, doubtless
trying to hide a wound of his own.

“I understand,
sergeant, well spoken. There on the table beside you is fruit wine.
Please help yourself, should your throat become dry.”

“Thank you,
your majesty.”

Lannson
gestured to an elderly scribe, seated on the opposite side of the
table the king had indicated, and the old fellow took up his
pencil, and prepared to write all that he heard, verbatim. The
record would later be transcribed in ink, and a copy made for the
archives.

“In your own
time, sergeant Dylanson,” Lannson declared softly, “And do sit at
the table should weariness overcome you. I see you did not escape
the crevasse unscathed yourself.”

“Just a bit o’
bruising, sir, nothing busted.”

Lannson nodded,
and the king made a slight gesture with his hand, and Dylanson,
Sergeant o’ the King’s Guard, commenced his report…

“I’ll begin at
the beginning, majesty… we made good time up the road once out of
the city, marching swiftly, but out of step and out of formation,
so’s not to cause suspicion or alarm in other travellers who saw
us, dressed as we were in plain clothing. Captain Valdoson ordered
us off the road midway a-tween the Vinton and Kings Fisheries way
stations, and took us cross-country. It allowed us to run without
drawing attention to us from all those other travellers on the
road.”

Knowing the
kind of equipment the men had taken with them in their backpacks,
and knowing the pride and the elite nature of the handpicked men
sent up to the crevasse, it came as little surprise either to
Ansellus King or his chief agent that the sergeant seemed so
dismissive of the astonishing fact of running cross-country with
heavy packs and weapons. It would’ve been, so the king quickly
calculated, a journey of some 150 miles, and that was assuming they
went around obstacles such as hills and mountainous heights rather
than going straight over them.

“We got there
in good time and in good order, majesty, with Captain Valdoson
insisting we preserve our strength lest a battle be waiting for us
at the end o’ the trek. So we took rests and sleep along the way,
and got there in three days. We found the place marked by that
young dep, Yaran, who’d banged in a tent-peg and left it there to
mark the spot directly above the cave we were to explore. There it
was we set up camp, and posted a watch atop the cliff to keep good
eyes on the waters below while we rested up and prepared our
gear.

“We were to go
down the ropes after breakfast at dawn the day after we arrived,
which would be the fourth day o’ the month. We put up our tents,
got cooking fires going, settled down, and set about preparing our
kit, ropes and tackle and suchlike as might be necessary to bring
back any evidence o’ what was found. Must’ve been close to four o’
the afternoon dial when the lookout summoned us all with a call,
saying he’d seen a shadow beneath the surface o’ the waters
below.”

“And did you
see it?” Ansellus asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“Aye, sire, all
of us did. A great long shadow, moving swift ‘neath the waters. And
then it halted beneath us, and great long arms burst up through the
waves, and commenced to hurling great fishes at the cliff and the
mouth o’ the cave below us, so’s that some o’ them fishes did go
inside. Birds came, gulls, ‘undreds of ‘em, and the air was filled
with their screams and scrawks, and they took to feeding on the
dead fish as landed in smaller caves below or floated on the
sea.

“We stood
there, all of us, eyes wide. Couldn’t believe the size o’ the
thing, the length and girth of those… those tentacles, the
captain called ‘em. We knew then that all that was reported by Dep
Yaran was real. The sea-beast was real, and was feeding
another as must be trapped within that cave we were to explore the
very next day...

“But Captain
Valdoson changed his orders. He said it would be wisdom to note the
movements of the enemy in the water, that we might descend the
ropes in safety, and not be caught and killed like that poor
Northstop fellow who was knocked from his rope and into the
clutches of that great sea-beast. Thus it was the watch was kept,
for three full days and nights, all movements of the sea-beast and
seabirds observed and logged.”

“Captain
Valdoson was wise so to do,” Ansellus declared, and they waited
while Dylanson rather self-consciously poured himself a goblet of
fruit wine, and took a few sips for the sake of his voice.

“But majesty,
we were not to sit idle and watching the waters for three days and
nights. Captain Valdoson ordered a party o’ four to take ropes and
tackle around to the eastern side o’ the crevasse, there to explore
such caves and cavities as Dep Yaran observed in the cliffs on that
side. Good practice, the captain said, and training, for when we
must go down into the one he called Yaran’s Cave. Each day, then,
four of us would run around to the east side o’ the crevasse,
different men each day, so that by the morning o’ the seventh day
o’ the month, all of us had experience of ropes and climbing.
Nothing did we find in those hollows on that eastern side, majesty,
nought but the nests o’ seabirds.”

“That is
something of a relief,” Ansellus declared, while Dylanson took
another drink. “From the report I had from mister Bolsunderson,
there were numerous cavities in that eastern cliff face. I had
begun to imagine every one of them filled with enemies of
Newland.”

“No, sire,”
Dylanson reaffirmed. “All were shallow, the deepest being only ten
or twelve feet into the side o’ the cliff. While four of us were
exploring them-all, other men at the camp on the west side explored
all those other caves and nooks in that cliff, which Dep Yaran
himself did not venture into. Those too were unoccupied, save for
seabirds and the remains o’ fish flung in by the beast.”

“Then at
Karraken’s Crevasse there is only one deep cave fit for Wilden
habitation,” Lannson queried, “The one Captain Valdoson named
Yaran’s Cave?”

“Aye, true,
that.”

“Then that too
is something of a relief,” Ansellus declared. “There are altogether
far too many such places around our lobes where our enemies might
lurk unseen. Please, continue, sergeant.”

“It was the
seventh day o’ the month then, sire, when our ropes were made
secure, and let down either side o’ the mouth o’ Yaran’s Cave
wherein we knew a smaller sea-beast must lurk, the creature being
fed by its mate down in the waters. It must be alive, we knew, that
captive beast, else the other would not continue to hurl fishes in
for its food. The captain said that even if that female beast in
the cave had died after having a tentacle chopped off by Yaran and
his companion, there would still be the infant creatures he
described, growing, and who was to know how big those had become?
They might be a danger, also…

“We were to go
down in pairs, the ropes secured by long iron pegs driven deep into
the ground, and two men detailed off to stand watch over the ropes,
and the camp, and to be ready to haul men up should a quick
withdrawal be needed. They didn’t like it, Ced and Flynny…
Cedricson and Flynnson… but they’re big men, and strong, and we-all
trusted ‘em the most to be able to heave us back up top in a hurry
should we need ‘em to do so. You go down into danger on a rope, you
want the biggest bloke you can find stood ready to pull you
up.”

Lannson stood,
crossed to the table, and picked up the ornate jug of fruit wine,
looking to Ansellus who nodded. He filled two goblets, and returned
to his seat, passing one of the cups to the king. Dylanson’s
expression was hard to read, shifting as it seemed to be from
excitement to horror to sadness as the memories drew him in. The
two seated men waited patiently for the fellow to continue his
report, allowing the man time to gather his thoughts. They’d both
read Yaran’s report, and so knew something of the horrors which had
awaited the guardsmen.

“It was swiftly
done, majesty,” Dylanson declared, after clearing his throat. “So
swiftly done… First me and Captain Valdoson, shooom, sliding
down the ropes, swinging in to the mouth o’ the cave, and then
holding position with our shortbows at the ready, and then it was
shooom, shooom, shooom… down the rope came the
others, until in less time than it took me to tell, ten of us was
squatting down and deployed either side o’ the mouth o’ Yaran’s
Cave.

“Stank, it did.
Stank o’ fish and rot. But no dead fish were there to be seen.
Scales, on walls and ceiling, glittering in the morning sunlight,
old bones there were, and plenty of ‘em, and a little ways in, a
rope-like length o’ mess and decay which must’ve been the bit o’
tentacle chopped off by Dep Yaran. But further in? Nothing on the
ground to be seen. Just darkness, stretching away where the sun
couldn’t reach.

“Captain
signalled for lamps to be lit, one between two, so that while one
man might be encumbered by a lamp, his mate was free to shoot.
Captain set off, lamp in hand, and me aside him, bow in mine.
Tunnel dipped, and there were cuttings and alcoves to the sides,
miner-made, just like in Dep Yaran’s report. Empty they were, and
we passed ‘em by without a second look. Thirty, forty feet in, and
there was light ahead, and more o’ them little alcoves. Captain put
down his lamp in one of ‘em, and we continued on, since it was
light enough ahead to see…”

“There was
light ahead?”

“Aye, majesty.
So we knew, me and the captain, we knew there must be another
Wilden in the cavern, with all those little wicks lit, just like
Dep Yaran said. We could hear water dripping, and the sounds of
water being stirred up, and a kind of mumbling, over and over, and
the captain, he inched forward to where that tunnel took a sharp
right turn. He inched forward, stuck his head around the corner to
see what was within the cavern, and then he snatched it back, and
turned to me, and whispered…”

Dylanson’s
voice faltered, and he took a hasty draught of fruit wine, while
Ansellus and Lannson leaned forward, eyes wide, sitting on the edge
of their seats.

“He looked at
me, did Captain Valdoson, and he whispered… sergeant, I have
made a bad mistake. Retreat, quickly and quietly! No sooner had
I given the signal to the men behind us in the tunnel, than I and
the others learned what that mistake was. As we moved back towards
the mouth o’ the cave I heard something thrashing in the waters of
the unseen cavern where all those little lights were doubtless
burning just as Dep Yaran described. The mumbling became a
chanting, loud, harsh, strange words, shouting, words like hammers,
words glancing off the walls o’ the tunnel, words that hit us hard…
then I heard a sound, a… a suck-sticky sound, and suddenly, with a
gasp, Captain Valdoson behind me went down hard.”

The sergeant
looked suddenly haunted, and his voice faltered again, his eyes
dropping. He took a deep breath, and then continued.

“I turned and
saw Captain Valdoson, a great rope around his legs, being dragged
back along the tunnel on his belly. Man down! I shouted, and
slung my bow, and dived to the ground to grasp his hands. Run,
sergeant, he shouted, get the men out! But I held on,
and soon another man was grabbing the straps o’ my belts. Then
another tentacle came slithering down the tunnel, and seemed to
punch the man behind me clean away, before joining the first and
wrapping around the captain’s legs…

“It dragged
both of us along the tunnel, past the lamp the captain had left in
that last alcove… I tried to grab the edge of the split in the rock
which gave way into the cavern, and managed to hold with one hand
for a moment or two against the pull o’ the beast, but the captain
cried out again, run, get the men out afore it’s too late! I
dint know what he meant by that. But then I lost my grip o’ his
hand and the wall both, and fell flat to my face, and when I looked
up, I saw… I saw… beg pard, majesty…”

Dylanson took a
long pull on the goblet of fruit wine, and composed himself as best
he could. Neither the king nor Lannson dared to speak, seeing the
pain in the fellow now, and how he was struggling against dread
memories.

“I saw the
Wilden, standing surrounded by little lights, seashells filled with
oil, tiny wicks burning. He stood, almost naked, skinny, bald,
tall, inked flesh swirling in the lamplight, arms outstretched to
his sides, eyes closed, barking out those harsh, hammer-like words…
I saw Captain Valdoson raised up high in the grip o’ those two
tentacles, and I saw the sea-beast in the pool, huge black eyes
glistening, infant creatures nearby, the water churning…

“I saw Captain
Valdoson raised up to the roof, and I rose to my knees, and loosed
a shot at the Wilden, which I’m sure carved a gouge in its thigh.
Another shot I heard fly over my head and I saw it strike the
sea-beast… And then, majesty… then the sea-beast bashed the captain
into the sharp rock roof o’ the cavern, and then dashed him down
onto the ground, again and again, over and over, until nothing that
could be called a man remained of him…”

Dylanson
sniffed, and again took a drink, and then stiffening his back,
announced: “We took two more shots at the Wilden, but the ink
swirling in the creature’s flesh and the flickering light from all
them lamps made the target seem to move this way and that, and
though I think one shaft did take a piece o’ the bastard’s left
arm, the sea-beast turned its attention to me and the man behind
me. Out, I shouted, out now! And we ran, majesty. We
ran for the mouth o’ Yaran’s Cave, all of us.

“We knew, all
of us, when we got to the mouth o’ the cave, just what the captain
had meant when he told me he’d made a bad mistake. We were too
many. All of us bar Ced and Flynny were there, nine of us now that
Captain Valdoson was dead. Should’ve been just me and the captain
went down first. The Wilden knew we were there, and now, all of us
were trapped in Yaran’s Cave, for below us in the water we could
see the other great sea-beast, come by some mystic Wilden call to
guard the entrance, for it wasn’t due to feed its mate for hours
yet. Sea-beasts at each end o’ the tunnel, and tentacles coming
down it towards us…”

 


oOo


3. Hammer
Blows

 


“Garridan said
he’d get up the rope, join Ced and Flynny and the three of ‘em
shoot down at the beast in the water, and without waiting for any
say-so from me, grabbed up one o’ the ropes and swung out the cave.
He loved it, he’d said afore, loved rope-climbing, hand over hand…
he had the strength for it. No sooner had his feet disappeared out
of sight of us in the cave, then that great awful beast below
started flinging up fishes…

“Couldn’t
believe it, none of us, big bloody fishes, most still living, big,
heavy, slamming into us, bowling us over… raining fish and scales,
and we could hear nought but the heavy thumpin’ o’ the fishes when
they struck the walls and the roof o’ the cave, and us. Then we
heard a scream, and I saw a shape flash past the mouth, and knew
that poor Garridan Garnetson was gone, knocked off the rope and
down into the water…”

The sergeant’s
hand was trembling when he reached for the plain silver goblet, and
took another long draught of fruit wine, and then refilled the
cup.

“Brave bugger,
was Garridan Garnetson. Then one o’ the lads nearer the back o’ the
cave cried out, tentacles coming, whether to collect the
fishes or us, dint matter none, for we were up then and trying to
dodge fishes and tentacles both. We hid as best we could in those
alcoves cut by them long-dead miners, and for the most part, the
suck-sticky legs seemed content to grab the big fish and drag ‘em
back down the tunnel to the pool in the Wilden cavern… Maybe the
sea-beast in there thought the big fishes was men, I don’t
know…

“But then…
then, majesty, somethin’ bigger came crashing into the mouth o’ the
cave… bigger an’ heavier…”

“Officer
Garnetson,” Lannson whispered, aghast.

“Aye. Aye, what
was left of ‘im. Been bashed up against the rocks, more’n once.
Could scarce tell it were a man at all, just like the captain.”

“Sake.”

After a long
silence, the sergeant finally heaved a sigh, and drew his shoulders
back a little.

“I ordered the
men to silence, and to stand rock still. After a time, no idea how
long, the tentacles feeling about the ground for us caught hold o’
what was left of poor old Garridan, and dragged ‘im away. So we
stood there, not daring to move, a few smaller fishes flopping
about on the ground, others dead and just laying there. More time
passed, and I squeezed past the bloke sharing my alcove, and crept
out into the mouth o’ the cave. All was quiet, and in the water,
seabirds feasting and squabbling over dead fishes, and that long,
dark shadow prowling back and forth under the waters.

“I gathered the
men around me, all of us kneeling, and back far enough from the
edge o’ the maw that the beast below wouldn’t see us. I told ‘em,
we had to kill the Wilden bastard, for it was him the sea-beasts
served. Kill him, I said, and we’d be free to use the ropes and get
out. I asked for a volunteer to go with me to the Wilden cavern,
and all of ‘em raised a hand. I chose Arri Arrison, on account o’
his hand going up first and him being the first on the guards’
roster on account o’ the A’s in his name.

“I ordered the
men to squeeze into the alcoves and stay silent, and not to move,
since we didn’t know how it was that the Wilden knew we’d come.
Might be sounds, might’ve been the lamps we lit, might even have
been our boots on the cave floor as made for tiny tremblings which
that filthy sea-beast in the pool could somehow feel. Dunno.
Anyway, me and Arri, we took no lamps. We had our shortbows, our
short swords, and knives, and a powerful desire to kill the bastard
who’d done for our captain and our mate.”


“Understandable, sergeant,” Ansellus declared. “Are you sure you
won’t sit down now? You look all in, and I would have the whole
story before you collapse. I’m sure your men wouldn’t mind.”

“Aye, majesty,
aye… perhaps I shall, thank you.”

Wearily, the
sergeant drew out a chair from under the table, and sat heavily,
and carefully laid his left hand in his lap. The motion wasn’t lost
on the king or his chief agent, nor was the fact that the fellow
was in worse shape than he’d allowed himself to admit. Still, once
he’d settled, Dylanson continued his report.

“We got as far
as the alcoves near the opening to the cavern, and you’ll remember
that Captain Valdoson had left his lamp burning in the one of ‘em
that was closest to that sharp right turn into the Wilden lair. It
was in those alcoves we paused, me and Arri, paused, and listened.
We could hear the Wilden mumbling, quiet now, not shouting those
hammer-words that seemed to beat on our skulls before he loosed the
beasts upon us. It was a puzzle to me.

“Mayhap, I
wondered, mayhap the Wilden thought us-all dead, since the beast in
the pool had dragged in the remains o’ poor Garridan, and nought
else but fishes. Mayhap he thought us-all knocked off the ropes
into the sea, or maybe topside above the cliff and safe, and him
thus safe too. I didn’t know. I also thought maybe he dint need to
worry about us-all, since he had his beasts at each end o’ the
tunnel, and us in the middle. He could starve us out, or just wait
for us to die o’ thirst, or for us to do something rash. He had the
advantages.

“Or would’ve,
if’n we were ordinary men. We are not. King’s Own Guards, and proud
men are we, and would fight to the last man to rid our crown and
all Newland o’ the monsters that threaten all. So I waited a goodly
time, listening, and then signed to Arri that I was going to stick
my ‘ead around the corner for a look-see, and for him to stand
ready, but stock-still, and silent…

“Softly then I
crept, and peeped into that cavern, half an eye, then all of it,
so’s I could see in. Sounds, water dripping, water stirred in the
pool wherein that mottled green and blue sea-beast lay quiet, and I
saw not one but three smaller ones moving about in that pool,
infant squid-monsters, I thought.

“All around,
the cavern lit by orange lights from a dozen o’ those crude lamps,
nothing more’n seashells filled with reeking oil, tiny wicks
burning. Here and there on rocks and on driftwood, fish-heads and
eyes, and eyes in jars and bottles, like as the dep described in
the report we-all read. And up near the back o’ the cavern sat the
Wilden, on the ground, cross-legged, arms out to his sides,
muttering.

“Behind him, I
could see two passages, dark maws, no light in ‘em. Him, the
Wilden, sat back there as though he were guarding those openings,
or sitting close to ‘em so he might run to their safety should his
guardian-beast be overwhelmed by men with steel in their hands and
in their hearts and backbones. I drew back then, and returned to
Arri, and drew him back down the tunnel well away from the Wilden
cavern so I might whisper what I’d seen, and give the location of
our target and what Arri might expect to see when we went in. In
that wise, he wouldn’t be distracted and lose his aim through
looking around.”

A knock at the
door interrupted the proceedings, and Lannson stood and hurried to
it. After seeing who it was, he returned to whisper in the king’s
ear that it was but a kitchen-boy come to ask about the lunchtime
menu. Ansellus shook his head and asked Lannson to tell the boy to
go back to his duties and to advise the guards that they should
brook no further disturbances, and signalled for Dylanson to
continue his tale.

“Back towards
the cavern we then crept, me and Arri. I signed that I’d go in
first and drop to a knee to shoot from low down, leaving him clear
to shoot over my head. Such was the plan. But no sooner were we
nearing the alcove in which the captain’s lamp was still burning,
then Arri slipped, and his bow did clatter against the rock wall o’
the tunnel. It was the remains of a fish he stepped in, scaly and
bloody and slick, the rest o’ the ground sticky with Garridan’s
blood when the creature dragged the body down from the maw.
Arrison, he kept his footing, but the sudden lurch was what made
his bow strike the wall and alerted the Wilden.

“At once that
tattooed bastard began that harsh and hammering chant, and I,
thinking we yet had a few moments in which to act, stepped into the
opening and snatched off a shot. Reckoned I hit the filthy thing in
the chest too, but then I was shouting to Arri to run, for I could
see the sea-beast rising up from the pool at the Wilden’s command,
and those tentacles slithering out, half a dozen of ‘em at least,
thick at the body as those great cable-ropes Vennlandian ships do
use to tie up at the docks…

“Run, I
yelled to Arri, but he pushed past me and shouted I can take
him, go sarge, I’m behind you! I heard him shoot, heard the
thrum o’ his string, and then heard him cry out. I threw myself
into the alcove where the captain’s lamp was burning, and saw in
its toppled light a great seething mass of tentacles slithering
down the tunnel towards the mouth o’ Yaran’s Cave. Of Arri, there
was no sign, neither sight nor sound. He’d been snatched up and
into the cavern, just like Captain Valdoson, I knew it in my
bones.

“Those great,
writhing, green and blue suck-sticky legs were twisting and sliding
by down the tunnel, past me. I heard shouts coming up the tunnel
from its maw, and I heard the Wilden shouting in the cavern, though
I thought me even then that his voice was becoming weaker. Might’ve
been my imagination though. But then those tentacles stopped their
writhing, and began sliding back, back into the cavern, quickly
too, as though they were ropes and big buggers like Ced and Flynny
heaving them in.

“One of ‘em
legs went past me spraying blood, and I thought that was why the
sea-beast was retreating… one o’ the lads must’ve hacked off a part
o’ that monster’s leg. I waited until all was quiet, then stooped
and picked up the lamp, and snuffed it. Didn’t need it, not now,
not that close to the cavern’s opening with all those little lights
in there. I waited some more, and gathered my wits, and realised
that the Wilden had ceased its shouting, and all was quiet
again.

“I left the
alcove, and peeped into the cavern once more. No sign o’ the
Wilden, but the sea-beast back in the pool, writhing, a slick o’
blue on the cavern’s floor, what I suddenly realised was blood from
the monster’s leg. No sign of Arri Arrison, ‘cept his bow lying on
the ground, about ten feet inside the cavern. I took myself back to
the maw, quietly, and the rest o’ the lads waiting silently for me
there.”

Lannson sighed,
while Dylanson took a drink. “Three men dead, taken by the
squid-monster.”

“Aye, majesty,
and us-all still trapped in Yaran’s Cave, since the greater
sea-beast still lurked in the waters below us. Quints Billson was
in a poorly way, leg wrenched out of its socket at the hip by a
tentacle, but not a sound was he making while Benny Bennitson
worked with a knife to cut the remains o’ the tentacle from Quints’
leg.

“I gathered the
men, told ‘em we’d lost Arri Arrison to the sea-beast in the
cavern, but reckoned we’d sore wounded the Wilden. Some o’ the lads
wanted to try the ropes again like Garridan, and get up topside. I
refused ‘em. We’d lost three blokes in less than half an hour, only
seven of us left in the cave and Quints with his leg buggered.
Those suck-sticky legs… great suckers all along ‘em, and inside? In
the middle o’ those suckers? Little bony hooks, like claws… Quints’
leg wasn’t just wrenched from its socket, it was bleeding and
torn.

“Benny and the
other lads did a good job with battle-dressings, but in truth, we
were really down to six of us still fit for fighting. I wasn’t
about to lose anyone else on the ropes out there, not the way poor
Garridan Garnetson met his end.”

There was
another long pause. Given that twelve days had elapsed since the
guardsmen had entered Yaran’s Cave, it was clear to Ansellus that
the sergeant’s tale was far from over, even allowing for travelling
back from that far-distant crack in the northeast o’ the lobes.

“It was time to
assess, so I reckoned. We each of us had a water bottle, normal
part of our kit is that, but no food. Captain had planned for us to
nip in, do the Wilden if we found one, shoot the squid-monster in
the pool if there be one, poke around, and get out and topside
again before lunch. So we were all in battle order, no packs,
nought but weapons and water for swift action, all save Benny
Bennitson, who was our squad’s battle-quack… sorry, field-healer,
with a bit o’ basic training from the Halls o’ Physic…”

Ansellus held
up a gentle hand, a slight motion for the fellow to stop for a
moment. “We know what a battle-quack is, sergeant, have no fear of
offending either of us should you lapse into military slang. I’m
sorry it’s only now that it occurs to me to ask, sergeant, but have
you eaten since your arrival in barracks?”

“Snatched a
bite, majesty.”

“You need more
than a bite, and my scribe’s hand might appreciate a rest. I’ll
send for food, you rest your voice.”

Ansellus rose
from his chair, and immediately signalled that the other three men
in the room should remain seated. The circumstances, he decided,
certainly warranted no great formality, not with that gruesome
trophy shrouded on the sideboard, and not with the dreadful tale
the sergeant had been telling. He crossed quickly to the door, gave
instructions to one of the men outside in the hall, and returned to
stand and stare out of the window.

“Food will be
here soon,” he announced. “I’ve ordered plenty, Diyell. I don’t
suppose you’ve eaten since your adventure at the riverside last
night.”

“No, sire, now
that you mention it, I haven’t. May I ask the sergeant a question,
while we’re waiting? The scribe need not take it down.”

Ansellus
swivelled on his hips, and nodded. “Of course.”

Lannson leaned
forward a little, and eyed the sergeant before asking: “You spoke
of the Wilden and his hammer-like words. Can you remember what they
were?”

“Bits of it,
aye, I can.”

“Was it
something like… Sha kah krahn kah…?”

Dylanson
grimaced, and nodded. “It was exactly like that, sir… majesty. It
was exactly like that. Words which pounded on my skull like they
were trying to get inside my ‘ead and make mush o’ my brains. But…
but they echoed and bounced off the rock walls, and got jumbled
with each other, softened a bit maybe… hard to explain. So hard to
explain.”

“I heard such
words myself, sergeant,” Lannson confessed. “And I know exactly
what you mean. Alas for me, there were no rock walls of a cavern
around me to soften those hammer-blows.”

oOo


4. A New
Plan

 


When platters
of food had been delivered, Ansellus was a little surprised to find
himself hungry too, until he realised that his breakfast had been
interrupted by an excited and dishevelled Diyell Lannson rushing
into his chambers, reeking of wood-smoke and sweat, and bearing
that wretched bloodstained sack. He’d lost his appetite when the
chief agent had described the contents of that sack, and even more
so when the heavy, filthy bag had been unceremoniously dumped on
the dining table and opened...

Now though, his
plate bearing fresh-baked slices of bread, cheese, a few tomatoes,
and cold cuts of meat, necessity had trumped any earlier
squeamishness and his appetite had returned, in spite of the silent
and brooding presence in the jar beneath the cloth on the
sideboard.

Both Lannson
and the sergeant were eating too; only the scribe sat quietly,
reading through his transcription, eyes down and fixed on his
pages. A good man, that scribe, and trusted. So too Diyell Lannson.
Ansellus remembered having his doubts about that chief agent, the
hard and brawny man occupying a murky office, and inhabiting a
murky world of shadows and suspicions… but Aldredson himself had
declared Lannson a bright light and true, and that had been
that.

For why? For
because one thing his father had drummed into the young Ansellus
over the years was that Aldredson above all others might be relied
upon, always. And of course Ansellus knew why. The Magistrate of
Medvale, immense in so many ways, was famous for his strange
abilities at detecting the guilt or innocence of those put before
his Bench, and though many believed his so-called ‘ways’ nothing
but a clever pretence, Ebrardus King had known for certain they
were not. Far from it. Lannson had also been trusted by the late
king, and probably for the very same reason as Ansellus trusted him
now.

In the past,
the young prince Ansellus had often questioned the wisdom of his
father keeping at his table such members of the Privy Council as
had long been suspected of working against the crown, but Ebrardus
had merely smiled, and quoted his old tutor concerning the wisdom
of keeping enemies closer even than friends. Besides, there’d never
been any real proof of their treachery then; nor earlier
this very month, when Aldredson had issued quiet warnings to
Ansellus on that fateful day when Yaran Bolsunderson and Leeyenna
Jaxdaughter had stood before the rail and testified to crown and
council concerning the Wilden.

It was
Aldredson who’d suggested that Ansellus follow in his father’s
footsteps and keep those counsellors at that table, that they might
be in plain view and thus better able to be watched by Lannson and
his agents. But the sight of those men harassing and haranguing two
such fine young people as Yaran and Leeyenna had made up the new
king’s mind. Thus had he scattered and divided his enemies…

And now? Now
Pol Radulfson, of all people, had revealed their plotting, named
names, and the severed head in the covered jar was proof that the
conspiracy against Newland went far beyond the planned creation of
some bizarre and oppressive Guildhouse Republic.

Proctor Alastor
Adramalech, the crown’s Master of the Rolls, had been made servant,
willingly or otherwise, to a filthy Wilden witch-man lurking in the
hidden depths of the archives below their very feet. Adramalech had
been the very head of the snake which Radulfson had dubbed ‘The
Cockade’, that conspiratorial group which had intended to usurp the
throne.

Diyell Lannson
had witnessed the destruction of that wretched old man, who surely
must have been plotting against the crown even decades before
Ansellus had been born. With the head in that jar, with Lannson’s
testimony together with Radulfson’s and Bereson’s, and now, with
the report from Sergeant Dylanson of the Guard, no-one, not even
the treacherous lords Stonehouse and Raglanson, could possibly
refute the threat now facing all the lobes.

“Thank you,
majesty,” Dylanson announced quietly, putting his empty plate back
on the table.

The fellow had
done a commendable job of not eating ravenously, though after a
long run down the King’s Road he surely must have been famished.
That such men as this should serve the crown even unto death…
Ansellus nodded, and set aside his own plate, and while Lannson
finished his meal and the scribe sat with pencil at the ready, the
sergeant commenced his report again.

“First thing to
be done was to get Quints Billson and his leg sorted out. Benny
Bennitson and Bricky Wallson did the deed, got the leg-bone popped
back into its socket, with Corporal Munnson holding Quints down.
Saw Quints give a mighty spasm when it was done, but he never made
a sound, though his hip did make a bit of crunch like a chicken
drumstick torn from a roast. Munny Munnson stayed with him, and
Bennitson gave the lad a powerful draught from his pack against the
pain which soon had Quints woozy. Don’t send me up the rope if I
fall asleep, he whispered, over and over, and then he did fall
asleep.

“We made him as
comfy as we could, majesty, but we knew he was in trouble if those
tentacles came again. We could hide in those alcoves, even fit two
of us squashed in standing upright in each one, but with Quints
lying on the floor and spark out of it, well… As senior man it was
my task to get the enemy dead, kill ‘im and his monsters, and then
get my lads out of it. So I had to assess and think it all out.

“Way I looked
at it, knowing that the beast in the waters outside would take to
hurling fishes into the cave near noon, and again some hours later
afore nightfall, I reckoned it wouldn’t be long afore Quints would
be snatched up. Fishes would come flying in, bigguns, battering
us-all, and the tentacles would come, and snatch ‘em up, and Quints
too with ‘im lying there.

“Another thing
of it was, without that sea-beast in the cavern to do his bidding,
the Wilden was dead. No escape for him, no protection, no beast to
guard him and keep us at bay. So my plan was simple. We’d starve
the sea-beast in the cavern as best we could, maybe even kill it by
bleeding it out. I gave the lads my plan, and they agreed it was a
good one, if only it went well for us.

“What I did was
this... Knowing when the squid-monster in the channel would
commence to feeding fishes into Yaran’s Cave, we’d get ourselves
into those alcoves, swords drawn. And the moment any tentacles came
slithering down the tunnel, we’d commence to hacking at once.
Mayhap, I thought, the pain and loss o’ blood would see the beast
in the cavern withdraw all those suck-sticky legs, back to the
safety o’ the pool in the cavern. And meanwhile, one bloke would do
his best to dodge the fishes flung in, and chuck ‘em back out and
down into the sea.”

“Sake…” Lannson
whispered, echoing Ansellus’ own thoughts.

“A bold plan,
sergeant,” the king acknowledged, and Dylanson shrugged.

“It was all I
could think of, majesty. See, weren’t enough room at the cavern’s
end o’ the tunnel for us-all to charge in and rain death upon the
Wilden and the beast in the pool. At most, we might get two of us
inside the cavern before those tentacles got to us. We didn’t know
if that Wilden was alive, or if there was another in there, back in
one of those two dark passages behind where I’d seen ‘im last. Dep
Yaran had killed one, and in his report even he said he didn’t know
if there were others in there.”

“And yet,”
Ansellus sighed, “It’s been twelve days between your entering
Yaran’s Cave, and returning here today.”

“Aye, true,
that, majesty. Truth is, we didn’t know just how much them
sea-beasts were controlled by that Wilden. I was pretty sure I’d
hit ‘im in the chest with an arrow, but with those swirling inkings
in his flesh, the flickering lights… I couldn’t be sure and
certain. Wounded, certainly, but dead? And we didn’t know that the
beast outside in the crevasse would stick to its feeding-times,
‘specially since it’d hurled so many fishes in when it knocked poor
Garridan off the rope.

“Then there was
Ced and Flynny up topside. They’d seen Garridan’s fate, and had
been shooting down at the beast in the waters. They’d been ordered
to stay up there, to be ready to heave us up quick, so I was sure
they weren’t about to come sliding down the ropes to see what was
what inside the cave. But they’d be worrying, and fierce worrying
at that.

“So then, I
wrote a brief report o’ what’d happened, and our situation, and
repeated their orders to remain up top. I added orders for them to
lower water skins to us, and food, at night, under cover o’
darkness, and make a strong litter, strong enough to lift Quints
when the time came. We didn’t know, none of us, what that giant
squid-monster’s eyes were like in the dark o’ night, and some o’
the lads reckoned its night-eyes would be good on account of it
living in the depths o’ the sea. But it seemed to me the best
chance to get supplies in, and Quints out, was in the dark, long
after last feeding-time.”

Lannson
frowned. “How did you get the report out to the men on the
clifftop?”

“One o’ the
water bottles had been emptied, cleaning up Quints’ wounds. I shook
it and blew in it to make sure it was dry as could be, rolled up
the pages o’ my report and orders, and put them in the bottle and
stoppered it up tight. We’d had two ropes in the cave, coiled neat,
but Garridan had swung out on one of ‘em and it was hanging
outside. To get to that, a man would have to stand in full sight o’
the beast in the water. But the other rope, still coiled, was in
reach, and to that I crept, and tied the water bottle to it.

“Gave the rope
three short jerks, and it was drawn up. Don’t reckon the
squid-monster saw it, it being so small and all, for no fishes came
thumping into the cave. A bit later, I heard the sound o’ the
bottle scraping rock again, and sure enough, there it was hanging
from the rope outside the cave mouth. Nippy Tuckson, the smallest
and nimblest of us, volunteered to fetch it in, and so I nodded,
and he nipped forward like his nickname says, grabbed the bottle,
and dragged it and the rope inside the cave.

“We heard the
water stirring and thrashing outside and below, but no fishes came.
We knew though from what Nippy had seen and we-all had heard, the
squid-monster was still out there and watching the cave like a
hawk, ready beneath the water to rise up should we try to make a go
of getting out. Anyway, the bottle contained a reply from the lads
up top, orders acknowledged.

“Since we
didn’t know if the feeding-times would be changed, we shared out
our water evenly, and me and the lads deployed. Me and Benny
Bennitson got Quints as tight into the corner by the wall as we
could, next to an alcove where Benny took station. I was in the
alcove opposite, so I could keep an eye on Quints.

“Rest o’ the
lads were further down the tunnel, with Chopper Hacketson taking
the nook closest to the entrance to the cavern, up where Captain
Valdoson had left his candle-lamp. Those suck-sticky tentacles
would be thickest closer to the sea-beast’s body, and Chopper was
raised a woodcutter’s son afore he joined the Guard.

“From then on,
we just had to wait and see what happened next, and hope that we
could get Quints out safely after dark. Aye and maybe the rest of
us too, if we were lucky.”

Dylanson paused
for a drink, and the scribe likewise took a sip of fruit wine.
Ansellus sat quietly, trying to imagine what it might be like to
spend hours in a small, dark alcove cut into the side of a dark and
bare rock tunnel, a little stooped, sword in hand, waiting for
those dreadful, slithering and rubbery tentacles to come wriggling
by.

“Noon
feeding-time came and went, and no fishes,” the sergeant sighed.
“It was… disappointing. Made me wonder. Made me wonder, did the
beast in the cavern have some means o’ calling to the one outside
for food? After all, there’d been plenty o’ fishes flung in when
Garridan was knocked from the rope… and the bodies o’ the fallen
had been dragged into the cavern too. Didn’t bear thinking on that
our captain and the other two lads had been eaten by that filthy,
suck-sticky thing in the pool…

“But we’re
king’s men, us o’ the Guard, and true, and tough, and we weren’t
going to abandon our posts just on account o’ the sea-beast outside
not falling in with our plans, such as they were. We waited. Later
in the afternoon, when Quints began to stir, Benny nipped out and
spoke with him, told ‘im what was what, and gave him another draft
of o’ that powerful medicine which put him back to sleep again
right quickly.

“It’d grown
dull in the cave near the mouth of it, just as soon as noon passed.
Yaran’s Cave faces east, and the cliffs are almost sheer, so when
the sun passed overhead, it started to get dull. It got even darker
later, and still no fishes came. We’d been stood in those alcoves
for hours by the time the last feeding-time came and went, and
still nothing. Deeper in the tunnel, it would’ve been blacker
still, save up the very end where Chopper Hacketson took his post…
there were still those little lights in the cavern up there.

“I heard a
noise from the cave’s maw, and saw a shape coming down on a rope
outside, a shadow against the starlight peeping through some wispy
clouds. Took me a while to understand what it was, and I decided to
try for it meself rather can call up the tunnel for Nippy to come
back down. So I made a dash for it, and grabbed it, and pulled it
in, and that’s when I shot a glance down and saw that great big
sea-monster down below, churning the waters white and sparkling,
and as I turned and dragged the rope into the cave proper, why then
the fishes came thumping in…

“In the dark,
it was… unsettling. Big heavy fish thumping into the roof and
walls, and then the tentacles, and men hacking at them. They soon
withdrew, those suck-sticky legs, and the fishes stopped coming in.
I heaved more’n a few of ‘em out of the cave but left some,
thinking we might eat ‘em ourselves if push came to shove, and one
big one I left near Quints so that if the tentacles came again, the
beast’d feel the fish and take it, and not the sleeping man.

“But we knew
then that the giant squid-monster outside could see better in the
dark than in the daytime. Prolly should’ve guessed it too, majesty,
on account o’ we’d seen those big black eyes it had in the days we
stood watch to log the feeding-times. Big eyes, black as night,
bigger the better to see in the dark then. After an hour or so of
it being peaceful, the men came out o’ their alcoves and we
gathered in the maw, and lit a shielded candle-lamp.

“The boys up
top had lowered down to us two water skins, a small sack o’ dried
and seasoned beef strips from the rations, and a clever harness
they’d made from rope and canvas. This harness was meant for
Quints, and I say it was clever on account of it was. Canvas and
rope loops, made to put arms and legs through, and tied securely to
the rope. No way could a man fall out of it when it was put on. No
way could a man be knocked out of it if struck by a big fish flung
by the monster.

“Nippy Tuckson
crawled on his belly to the lip o’ the maw, and laid there with his
eyes peeping over the ledge. When he come back, he said he could
see the waters below glowing where the squid-monster was sculling
back and forth beneath the waves like an underwater boat, watching,
gliding, ready always to attack the cave again. We decided, I
decided, it’d be safer to try to send Quints up topside at dawn,
since the beast’s eyes were so good at night, and it should be
tired from a day and a night’s watchful prowling below. Mayhap, I
thought me, with the sun shining in from the east to the waters at
the foot o’ the western cliff, it’d be blinded some.”

“Is Quints one
of the wounded survivors, sergeant?”

“Aye, majesty,
he is.”

“I’ve sent
carriages to bring them all swiftly back to barracks.”

“Then I’ll give
you my thanks, majesty, for the comfort o’ the lads.”

“I would that I
had sent twice as many of you to Karraken’s Crevasse, with healers
in support… Real healers.”

“Benny
Bennitson did his best, majesty.”

“And yet,”
Ansellus sighed, “Another man was lost, and others sorely
injured.”

“Chopper
Hacketson it was who died, majesty. The last man taken by the beast
in the cavern. I could tell you how we lasted days in Yaran’s Cave,
how water was lowered to us on the ropes, how we ate raw fish flung
in by the beast in the sea, how the plan to starve the creatures in
the cavern began to work. But there’s no need, I reckon. Most of
the time, we just stood quiet, and waited for long hours, before
fishes were flung in and we began hacking at the suck-sticky legs
and heaving the fishes out again.

“We got Quints
Billson out at dawn, on the eighth day o’ the month as planned. The
way the harness was made, he was hauled upright, legs hanging down.
Benny gave him a draught an hour before dawn which put him out, and
when the sun came up, Nippy checked below, gave us a thumbs up, and
tugged the rope. Ced and Flynny must’ve been sat up there all night
with hands on that rope waiting for a signal, for when Nippy yanked
the rope, Quints fairly flew out of the cave and his feet
disappeared.

“By the time
the squid-monster saw what was happening and tried to fling those
fishy missiles, Quints was halfway up, and the beast perhaps being
tired and its aim affected by bright sunshine, those missiles all
missed, and he was pulled to safety without being struck. A bit
later on, the harness was lowered again, and Nippy pulled it safely
in.

“That left six
of us in the cave, all fighting fit. I suggested we take advantage
o’ the sea-beast being tired, and the new harness, and get more men
out, but they were having none of it. We had a good plan, they
said, we had water, no wounded now, plenty o’ food, and the plan
was working. In the daylight, we could see how the beast’s blue
blood had stained our clothes, and how great trails of it on the
tunnel floor and splashes on the roof showed that it was wounded
and bleeding.

“The alcoves
gave us some protection, and if we could keep the thing from
grabbing up fish, why then hunger and loss o’ blood should see it
weaken and die. The bloody thing had killed three of us and wounded
one badly. We wanted it dead, and no-one was about to run from it
to safety up top.”

“What about
Bennitson,” Lannson asked. “The battle-quack? Surely he should’ve
gone back up top to help with the wounded man, Quints?”

“He said there
was little to be done for Quints other than slapping more red salve
on the wounds and clean bandages, and both Ced and Flynny would
know to do that. We all know to do that, with wounds from fighting.
Benny reckoned he might be needed more in the cave. And he turned
out to be right.”

“Carry on,
sergeant,” Ansellus said gently. “And then it’s rest for you.”

“Aye, majesty.
Well, it’s like I said. We were in it for the long haul. We just
had to be tougher than the beast in the cavern, stick to our plan,
starve it, bleed it, and then when it was too weak to pose a
threat, go into the cavern and finish it off, and the Wilden with
it. It took days, and nights. We’d snooze in those alcoves, sleep
standing up and sword in hand. The creature outside seemed to know
what we were about, and would try to fling fish in at odd times,
random times, trying to get food to the one in the cavern, take us
by surprise.

“And each time
the suck-sticky legs came snaking down the tunnel, we’d hack and
slash at ‘em, force ‘em back. Nippy Tuckson took a good whack from
one of ‘em on the ninth day o’ the month, bust his right arm, his
sword arm. He refused to go up in the harness though, said he’d
stay and kick the bloody fish out the cave as were flung in, and he
did, too.

“On the tenth,
when those great snakes o’ limbs came after fish again, Munny
Munson, our corporal, got grabbed up and smacked into the tunnel
wall afore Bricky Wallson cut through the tentacle and released
him. Munny got at
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