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Book 3


Prologue

“I have
travelled far. Once, Traveller was my name, before Ferdan, before
everyone learned the name given to me by my father. In all my
travels through the lowlands, I have seen and heard many things.
Some wondrous, some so fair they would make a heart of stone weep
tears of joy; some dread, some so awful the memory of the terror
must be buried deep and even the faintest shadow of recall conjures
a grimace, a shudder, and a churning of the stomach.

“There are many
reasons for people to travel the lands, not the least of which is
to seek out the wonders which are to be found in this world, and if
those travellers journey in peace and with joy in their hearts I
for one would never bar their way.

“But one thing
I will tell you. In the Old Kingdom, they say no-one ever goes to
Calhaneth, and in Elvendere, they say there are none who would
journey to Calhaneth since its destruction. There’s a reason why
they say that. Don’t go there. Never go there.”

 


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


1. Jarn

 


Gawain had
hoped that a quiet room overlooking a barrel-strewn courtyard at
the inn of The Horse’s Head in Jarn would allow Elayeen to
relinquish the dread power of eldengaze and return to him. He had
hoped that the bright lights of life all around in the Callodon
market town would banish the sight of the Eldenelves until next it
was needed; and well might it be, and soon, on their journey
northwest into Gorian occupied territory in search of the ancient
elven city of Calhaneth.

He had hoped
that the wide-eyed wonder and gasps of delight from the Gorian
refugees on seeing the town and market square, a sight none of the
former slaves had witnessed before, might jolt Elayeen back to her
senses. And that the hot bath, with the help of one of those former
slaves, Simayen Kahla, and the comforts of such civilisation as the
inn could provide, would consign the blood-numbing and paralysing
eldengaze to the realms of memory and return his beloved elfin
queen to him.

They had
journeyed far together, the two of them, Gawain and Elayeen. So
very far, from the Circle of Faranthroth, in Elvenheth, across the
plains and snow of Juria in deep mid-winter, to Tarn, in Threlland,
where Gawain had drawn his love back from the brink of death, and
where, later, they were wed, and he became throth-bound to her.
Thence to Ferdan, in Juria, in mid-summer, battling Morloch’s
forces along the way, in order to attend the first Council of Kings
in living memory. And thence to Raheen, and Elayeen’s magnificent
charge through the devastated castletown to rescue Gawain and
Allazar, destroying the dark wizard Salaman Goth of Goria.

Raheen, where
sword and circle had unleashed an ancient power against Morloch,
slapping him back beyond the Dragon’s Teeth in the far north,
demolishing his plans for invasion of the southlands, plans
centuries in the making. Raheen, where they had unwittingly loosed
ancient powers upon the wizard Allazar, and upon Elayeen, blinding
her, and endowing her with the dread gaze of the Eldenelves of
myth.

And from Raheen
to Jarn, in Callodon, near the south-western tip of the plains of
Juria, south of a broad expanse of forest once a part of elvendom,
then once a part of the Old Kingdom, Pellarn, now occupied by the
Gorian Empire. It had been on the road to Jarn, escorting a small
group of eighteen Gorian refugees fleeing the darkness of the
Empire, where the eldengaze had slowly percolated to its full
potency, allowing Elayeen to ‘see’ the Kraal-beast that had been
tracking them, over a mile away through the forest of southern
Callodon. It had been on the road to Jarn that Elayeen lost herself
to the power of that ancient sight, and had become Eldengaze,
Gawain’s name for the dread and empty elfin beauty who was so far
removed from the vivacious and breathtaking queen who owned his
heart, at one time quite literally as well as figuratively.

“I don’t know
what to do, Allazar. I don’t know what to do,” Gawain sighed,
trying to throttle the bubble of a sob that threatened to burst in
his throat.

Allazar reached
across the table and patted the young man’s arm. They were sitting
in the long and narrow public room at the inn, in a corner by a
staircase leading up to the bedrooms. The inn had been commandeered
by the Callodon Guard, and not for the first time in recent weeks,
though in truth the landlord had given no hint of protest. At least
business was guaranteed and the King’s Guard always paid their
debts. The late evening rush was over, a few off-duty guardsmen
relaxed in the seats by the windows overlooking the street, and
noises from the unseen kitchen behind the long bar testified to the
ebb in the tide of hungry men and women, dish-washing well under
way.

The wizard’s
eyes were damp with sorrow, his voice low, barely above a whisper.
“Alas, my friend, I do not know either. I can only extend the hope
that time will return our queen to us.”

Gawain stared
into his tankard of warm Callodon ale, watching the tiny bubbles
within the red-amber liquid clinging to the sides of the pewter
mug, as though they were fighting to delay their inevitable rush to
the surface and the oblivion that waited there.

“When the lady
Kahla brought Elayeen back to our room from the bath I thought… I
hoped… She stood there so beautiful in the evening light from the
window, her hair shining and damp, her face and arms glowing, her
clothes like new. She looked like early summer, Allazar, fresh and
clean and sparkling with life,” Gawain took a long pull on the
tankard, hoping that the bubble clinging to the walls of his throat
would be washed away in the sudden deluge.

“Miheth,
I said, when Kahla had left us alone. Miheth and mihoth, we are
safe now in Jarn. Give me back my heart, give me back my
Elayeen. I stood in front of her, and put my hands on her arms,
hoping she would reach for me too. She didn’t move. She didn’t say
anything…”

Another
mouthful of ale to wash away the fresh bubble that threatened to
burst within him.

“She smelled so
sweet, and felt so warm. We are safe in Jarn, miheth, with
friends all about us. We are safe, Elayeen, I said. She didn’t
move, Allazar, so I stepped close to her, wrapped her in my arms
and held her tight. I… I kissed her head and caressed her hair and
whispered her name…”

There was
nothing Allazar could say or do. Gawain knew it, and the wizard
knew it too.

“Then she took
a deep breath and I thought… I hoped…” Gawain sighed again, and
this time the bubble broke loose, and rushed to the surface, and
broke in a single, juddering sob. “She didn’t speak, Allazar, but
Eldengaze did. I held her in my arms, Allazar, we two alone
together for the first time since leaving the foot of Raheen… and
it was Eldengaze who spoke.”

There was a
long silence, Allazar’s hand resting lightly on Gawain’s left arm
while the young man drained the tankard and then waved it at the
barmaid. When the tankard had been refilled from a pitcher and the
maid had retreated behind the bar once more, Gawain sighed
again.

“She put her
hands on my chest and pushed me away, and Eldengaze said: I am the
Sight, sent to watch over the Word and the Deed. Touch me not, nor
block my vision of your surrounds with your light.”

Allazar closed
his eyes, struggling to maintain his own composure for the sake of
his king.

“I want my
lady back! I demanded. I held my beloved’s face in my hands and
in my desperation I kissed her… but… it was like kissing a corpse
fresh loosed from this life. I want my lady back! I demanded
again. Must I beg you to release her, Eldengaze, must I beg
you?”

Gawain screwed
his eyes tight shut against the memory, but the shudder that
gripped his spine broke free of his attempts to hold it in check,
and shook him.

“Aaaah she
turned her gaze on me, Allazar,” Gawain whispered, his voice
breaking. “She pinned me with that dread gaze. I couldn’t move, I
couldn’t breathe. She pushed me back against the wall of our room
and held me there and said: I am the Sight, sent to watch over
the Word and the Deed. Touch me not, nor block my vision of your
surrounds with your light! And there was nothing, Allazar,
nothing of Elayeen in her face. Only dread, and a hint of anger.
Like the anger of a parent scolding a naughty child.”

“We can only
hope, my friend. There must come a time, and soon, when we are
truly safe. In Elvendere, perhaps…”

But Gawain
shook his head, and drew back from the table, leaning back in his
chair. “No. Not even there. There were elfwizards there, Allazar,
who fought for Morloch’s cause. I killed one of them, in Elvenheth,
where no man is supposed to trespass. I cleaved the Dwarfspit
bastard in two and they saw, Allazar, Thal-Hak and the others, they
all saw the dark runes and Morloch’s Eye on the carcass. Not even
in Elvendere will Elayeen come back to me. I know it.”

The doors to
the main street creaked on their hinges and after a moment banged
shut again. Boots clumped a measured pace across the wooden
floorboards, and then a familiar voice drew their attention.

“My lord, Serre
wizard.”

It was Tyrane,
Captain of the Callodon Guards, the officer who had held the
Downland Pass open for Gawain, on King Brock’s orders, and escorted
them to Jarn.

“Ah. Captain,”
Allazar smiled weakly, leaning back in his chair and indicating the
vacant one between himself and Gawain. “What news?”

Tyrane sat with
a nod to Gawain, who took another draught of ale while he struggled
to regain something of his regal composure.

“Our friends
from Goria are settled, the Mayor has found lodgings for all of
them and already it seems there may be offers of employment on
farms to the west. It’s a busy season it seems, and the refugees
have valuable skills. I’ve sent word to the Castle, and detailed
one of the sergeants and his men to remain in Jarn to reassure both
the locals and the Gorians. The rest of the men will return to our
headquarters and bear dispatches to the Court.”

“Excellent,”
Allazar nodded appreciatively, “Then once we and our horses are
rested, we can begin our journey north knowing that our new friends
and their futures are in good hands.”

Tyrane noted
the tension around Gawain’s eyes, and the way he fiddled with his
tankard of ale on the table, and turned ever so slightly,
discreetly addressing his remarks to Allazar. “Aye, Serre wizard.
There is one matter which Simayen Jaxon brought to my attention
though, one which needs to be addressed as soon as possible, I
think.”

“What might
that be, Captain?”

“It concerns
our journey to this ruined city of Calhaneth and beyond. Those of
us who will be accompanying you are of course aware of her
Majesty’s situation and the circumstances surrounding it.
Naturally, everyone hopes that the mystic healers in Elvendere will
be able to provide a remedy. In the meantime, my lord, Serre
wizard, the Gorian lady Kahla has asked Simayen Jaxon if she may
accompany her Majesty in the capacity of an assistant, to help with
the more mundane aspects of life in the wilderness. Jaxon himself
has no objection, insisting of course that they are all free now,
and able to make such decisions for themselves.”

“Ah.”

“Good idea,
Tyrane,” Gawain asserted, his voice suddenly hard. “Please thank
Simayen Kahla for me, and Jaxon too. Allazar, since our journey
from the Downland Pass was made at a pedestrian pace, I’d prefer to
leave sooner rather than later. The horses are hardly over-worked
and won’t require the rest you mentioned. Besides, most of our
journey will be through the forest, and on foot, at least until we
find the canal that the wizard Arramin spoke of. Do you agree,
Captain?”

“Aye, my lord.
I’ve taken the liberty of arranging for packhorses and ordering dry
provisions for men and beast alike. The provisions will be
delivered at dawn tomorrow. I’m afraid there’s no Threlland frak to
be had here in Jarn, though. My apologies for that.”

Gawain
shrugged. “There’s enough in the wizard’s saddlebags to keep me
going for weeks if needs be. Will we be ready to leave by
mid-morning?”

“Aye, my lord,
I believe so. The wizard Arramin has already retired so he’ll be
fresh for the morning. The two lads, Rollaf and Terryn, are bedding
down in the stables. They’ve asked permission to dispense with
their heavy equipment in favour of forager’s kit?”

Gawain nodded.
Where they were going, chain mail, plate, and the heavy leather
tabards of the Callodon Guard would be far more of a burden than a
boon.

“Then by your
leave, my lord, I’ll make arrangements with Jaxon regarding the
lady Kahla, and take care of final preparations. Do we assemble
here or at stables tomorrow morning?”

“Here, I
think?” Allazar suggested quietly. “It’ll give us all a last chance
to review our preparations before beginning our journey. We can
breakfast together, too?”

Gawain simply
nodded, and turned his attention to his tankard once again. Tyrane
took the hint, and with a courteous nod and a scrape of the chair
on the straw-covered floor as he stood, took his leave.

“You have
decided not to remain in Jarn a while longer,” Allazar sighed when
they heard the doors bang shut behind the Callodonian captain.

“There’ll be no
comfort for me here, Allazar. I almost asked Tyrane to fetch Kahla
and have her sleep in Elayeen’s room in my stead.”

“I am glad you
didn’t, Longsword. We do not know whether your lady is lost to the
eldengaze or whether she is indeed truly Eldengaze. If she is lost
deep within herself, then perhaps she hears you, and feels you
near, and takes comfort from your words and proximity. The day will
come when our queen returns to us, and on that day let her heart be
filled with the memory of your constancy in the face of dread,
rather than the sorrow of loss and abandonment.”

Gawain sighed,
and took another draught from his tankard. “Whether a prisoner of
Eldengaze, or indeed Eldengaze, there is no comfort for me here in
Jarn. There never has been. Not since I first passed through here
two years ago, and then again, twice, a year later, first on my way
home and second on my way to burn the Ramoth tower in the
woods.”

Gawain paused,
and then glanced up at the wizard. “Though at least on that last
occasion there was warmth to be had from the fire.”

Allazar nodded,
desperately suppressing a grimace. He remembered his first meeting
with the Longsword warrior who had fired the Ramoth towers at Stoon
and here at Jarn a year ago. Looking at Gawain now, he could see
something of that hollow and heartless DarkSlayer in the young
man’s eyes, like an echo faint returned from a far distant
wall.

“So much has
happened since those darker days, Longsword,” Allazar said softly,
hoping to exorcise the ghost of that dreadful warrior. “There are
no more towers in these lands, no more Ramoths. There is hope now,
and a purpose nobler than vengeance to give meaning to our
actions.”

“Is there? Is
there really, Allazar, or are we nothing more than pieces on a
board laid out by players long since dust? I once told Hellin of
Juria that no-one commands my blade but me. Is that true, or is
some elder whitebeard, dust in a crypt when your Dymendin staff was
a pip in the mud, even now directing my actions?”

“We are all of
us masters of our own destinies, Longsword. Circumstances may limit
the range of choices available to us, but it is our own character,
and knowledge, and experience which guide each of us to the
decisions we make, not some unseen force reaching down through the
ages.”

“Yet here we
are, victims of adjectives written in circles laid in stone
thousands of years ago, our own qualities re-written by the ancient
power left slumbering within them.”

“No, Longsword,
not re-written. You are who you always were, Gawain, son of Davyd,
King of Raheen.”

“And Elayeen?
Is she still who she was when first I found her, wounded and
bleeding in the dark of an autumn night a year ago?”

The wizard
paused, for he too had felt the dread of Eldengaze. “Yes. Yes,
Longsword, I believe she is, though lost to us in the grip of the
sight of Eldenelves. Perhaps that sight merely lies dormant within
all elves, and in her it has simply been re-awakened. But I remain
convinced that when her normal vision returns, so too shall our
queen. You and your forebears were given that great blade, and the
power to wield it as no other can. It is still your arm that
commands it, and it is still you that commands your arm.”

“And is it
Elayeen who commands Eldengaze, then?”

Again Allazar
paused. “Possibly. As means of aiding you, and in fear of being
lost and worthless, blind and a burden to you now that the throth
between you has been lost. Perhaps she herself has created this
Eldengaze, just as an actor creates a character in a play. This is
why, my friend, you should not abandon her, but remain
constant.”

Gawain sighed
again, and drained his tankard for a second time. “And here we sit,
on the eve of a journey whose route was set by the words of others.
Words read by an ancient bookworm wizard of the D’ith Sek, words
written on the crumbling pages of dusty tomes, the authors long
since dead. A journey to find the ruins of a city destroyed a
thousand years ago, all in the hope of finding a working canal to
take us swiftly to Elvendere and thence to war in the north. And
you say we are masters of our own destinies.”

“You can always
turn back, Longsword.”

“No,” Gawain
said sadly, “No, I can’t, and you know it. No more than I could
abandon Elayeen.”

The barmaid
appeared by their table again, pitcher of ale in hand, only to
receive a shake of the head from both of them.

“I should
probably turn in,” Gawain announced, when they were alone once
more. “I’d like to be up early to tend to Gwyn before
breakfast.”

Allazar nodded,
and drained his own tankard. “Aye, and I need to make some
arrangements before I retire to bed. Try to remember, Longsword, in
spite of Eldengaze, our queen shall return to us, sooner or
later.”

“Perhaps a
night sleeping in a chair will encourage her to return sooner, for
Eldengaze or not, I mean to enjoy the comfort of a duck-down bed
tonight. It’ll be the only comfort I’ve ever had in this ill-fated
town. Good night, Allazar.”

“Good night,
Longsword.”

 


Gawain found
her almost where he had left her, though she was sitting facing the
door when he knocked and entered the room. She lowered her head a
little, directing her gaze towards his chest. Clearly, Elayeen’s
eldengaze could ‘see’ his eyes, and she didn’t want to fix him with
that awful stare. He remembered the day when she had ‘seen’ the
darkness tracking them in the forest on the road to Jarn.

“I can see
your eyes now, and your mouth. They are like holes torn in the
light that is you.”

“Hurrah. Can
you see well enough to get up on your bloody horse?”

 


And he
remembered the last time she had spoken to him with her own voice,
moments later.

“I’m sorry,
G’wain, the sight of the Eldenelves is powerful …”

“Clearly.
But while you and the wizard are behaving like children with new
toys, you might remember that there are eighteen Gorians and twenty
four men of Callodon looking on. There were of course twenty seven
when we left the foot of the Pass but two of them died during our
first day on the road. If you can see something dark, then perhaps
you can help destroy it. But not if you’ve left your weapons
abandoned in the mud somewhere and the rest of us are all too busy
to help find them for you.”

 


He bolted the
door, his back to her, and unslung the Sword of Justice from over
his shoulder, propping it against the wall at the far side of the
bed from where Elayeen sat motionless. Gawain unbuckled his
shortsword and hung it from the bedpost, pulled off his boots, and
laid down on the bed.

“Did I do
this?” He asked softly, gazing up at the ceiling in the gathering
dark. Elayeen had no need of lamps, objects to her were merely
vague shapes in the grey backdrop of her world, a world lit only by
the light of living magic shining within all creatures of nature’s
making. She made no reply.

“Was it the
harshness of my words on the road that drove you to this? Have you
abandoned me, miheth, because I berated you for leaving your bow in
the dirt?”

“I am the
Sight,” the rasping voice of Eldengaze scraped at his nerves like
flint on steel.

Gawain let out
a shuddering sigh and rolled over onto his side, his back to her.
He screwed his eyes tight shut against the tears that welled
unbidden and beyond his strength to stem.

“Good night,
Elayeen,” he said softly, “I love you.”

 


oOo


2. The
Walker

 


Gawain had
risen not long after the glare of late summer’s dawn found him
laying fully clothed and alone on the bed. Elayeen was sleeping in
the chair by the window, or seemed to be, and Gawain had been more
than content not to wake her. He’d quietly dragged his boots on,
armed himself, and softly left the room. He’d found Rollaf and
Terryn, the two Callodon guardsmen who had hunted the Kraal with
him in the southern forest, already at breakfast, and after a quiet
greeting left them to it to attend to his duties to Gwyn in the
stables.

By the time he
returned to the inn, breakfast was in full swing and he was the
last to arrive. Elayeen sat at the far end of a small chain of
tables that had been pushed together to accommodate everyone. Kahla
sat beside her, watching attentively and talking quietly. Allazar
sat next to the wizard Arramin, the former with his lustrous white
Dymendin staff propped against the wall behind him, the latter with
his fresh-cut and faintly comical silvertree sapling propped
likewise. Simayen Jaxon was speaking quietly with Tyrane, and
Rollaf and Terryn were politely being ignored by all of them.

“Good morning,”
Gawain muttered, sitting at the end of the tables directly opposite
Elayeen, and he supposed that the place had been set and left
intentionally for him. If any of them noticed his rumpled clothes,
clothes he’d obviously slept in while their own were
fresh-laundered and crisp, they gave no sign.

A chorus of
greetings from all the others save one, and then a kitchen maid
appeared with a plate of fried eggs, bacon, mushrooms, tomatoes,
sausages and potatoes. Gawain eyed it briefly, considering the
fresh cut lump of frak in his pocket, a lump taken from the cake
he’d transferred scant minutes ago from Allazar’s saddle bags to
his own. But then the smell of the food fired his appetite and he
dug in, knowing it could well be the last decent cooked breakfast
he might enjoy for some time to come.

Gawain stole a
glance at Kahla, and noted the glances that she herself was
stealing at Jaxon, though the former leader of the Gorian refugees
seemed blissfully unaware of her interest. She was a little taller
than Elayeen, black hair cropped short in what might be considered
a boyish style here to the east of the Eramak River. Dark brown
eyes ever watchful of Elayeen it seemed, and a soft, round face.
She had a strong physique too, and that together with her
weather-tanned complexion was doubtless thanks to her years of
enforced labour in the fields of Armunland in Goria.

It was a
complexion Jaxon himself shared, and the squat and powerfully-built
former slave and farm-labourer seemed the model for all the Gorians
in the party of eighteen who had survived the escape from bondage
to seek sanctuary in Raheen. It was Jaxon who had cheerfully
announced that the pedestrians slowing the caravan’s journey along
the Jarn road would gladly run for miles, and it was Jaxon who had
been first to strip off his trousers and stride into the quagmire
on the flooded road to get the wagons across. There was an air of
hardness and cheerfulness about them both which left Gawain in no
doubt that any complaints concerning conditions along the way to
the Kings’ Council in Shiyanath, in north-eastern Elvendere, would
not come from the two Gorians.

In fact, Gawain
thought, pulling a hunk of bread from a loaf on the table and
squishing it into the yolks on his plate, the only person likely to
make any complaints was the elderly and bookish wizard Arramin,
historian of Callodon, and wizard of the D’ith Sek. And perhaps
Allazar if or when the supplies ran out and frak became the order
of the day.

Rollaf and
Terryn, wiry and tanned from long years outdoors, would be in their
element in the forest. What was it the sergeant had said of them?
One of ‘em a poacher before he took his majesty’s gold and
black, the other the son of a woodsman. Good lads, both of ‘em.
Good lads indeed, Gawain knew from Allazar’s description of their
ruthless and speedy disposal of the Gorian guardsmen who’d been
escorting the Kraal through the forest.

Then there was
Tyrane, another good man of Callodon, a much-respected officer,
trusted by Brock himself. Tall, rangy, experienced and with a keen
military eye. The only thing that could be said to let him down,
and which otherwise kept him from promotion to the general staff,
was his apparent lack of imagination.

When the
breakfast was finally cleared save for mugs of warm spiced wine and
the remains of a couple of loaves, and the innkeeper and his staff
had taken the hint and left the room, all eyes swung towards
Gawain, though Elayeen’s were fixed on his chest. He gathered his
thoughts, took a sip of his breakfast wine, and then addressed them
all.

“There are nine
of us here, bound first for the city of Calhaneth, which the wizard
Arramin has described as a ruin. My lady and Serre Jaxon have told
us that no-one ever goes there since its destruction a thousand
years ago, though in truth it seems no-one can say why. Whatever
the reason, it’s my intention that the nine of us shall arrive
together in Shiyanath.

“We’ve also
learned from Jaxon that we can expect few if any surprises from
Imperial forces in the forest of the Old Kingdom, even though
technically it’s under Gorian control. It seems the Old Kingdom
superstitions are being used as an effective weapon by the
resistance in Pellarn, so even the Gorian Guard don’t venture far
into the woodlands.

“Nevertheless,
we’ll proceed with caution. There may well be traps set by allied
forces, intended to forestall any Gorian invasion. My lady and I
have encountered them before, so we’ll need to be careful. If
there’s a reason why no-one ever goes to Calhaneth, we’ll find it
and deal with it. Then find this Canal of Thal-Marrahan to take us
on to Ostinath in Elvendere.

“Our journey is
urgent, the need is for haste but the watchword is caution. We
travel as a group, no one of us ever alone out of sight of others.
The lady Kahla has kindly offered to assist my lady along the way,
for which I, and she, are both grateful. Once we’ve readied the
horses and checked provisions, we leave the town through the north
gate, and where the road swings east away towards the castletown,
we continue north into the forest. I understand, wizard Arramin, we
bear slightly west of north?”

“Yes, my lord,
though by no more than perhaps fifteen degrees of a north-needle.
The books speak of an old road which ran from Calhaneth to the
south, traces of which we may yet find.”

“Traces? After
all this time?”

“Indeed yes, my
lord. The elves of old were masters of the woodland then as now.
Their roads were lined with carefully managed and planted darkwood
trees, which live to a very ripe old age.”

“So,” Gawain
nodded his thanks, “When we cut across the traces of that road we
simply follow it to the ruins. And whatever awaits us there.
Understand this, though. If there’s something dread lurking there
which threatens our cause or jeopardises our need to reach
Shiyanath in haste, then we may abandon the route immediately, head
east out of the forest and onto the plains of Juria, thence north
to Ferdan. Are there any questions?”

There were
none.

“Very well.
Serre Jaxon, if you and the lady Kahla wish to bid farewell to your
friends, now is the time, while provisions and horses are
checked.”

“We’ve already
said our goodbyes, my lord,” Jaxon replied quietly and a little
sadly, though Gawain thought he saw a hint of excitement about the
man’s eyes.

“Very well
then. We’ll muster outside the stables shortly, and make final
preparations.”

With that,
Gawain stood, drained his breakfast wine, and headed up to the room
to collect his fresh-laundered bedding and clothes. He was already
on his way out of the room as Elayeen and Kahla appeared at the
head of the stairs, such was his haste to leave the inn of The
Horse’s Head, and Jarn, behind him.

Tyrane had the
packhorses out of stables and was checking off items on a list as
bundles, bags, sacks and saddlebags were hung, tied and strapped in
place by Rollaf and Terryn. Gawain gave them a brief nod and
continued on into the stables to saddle Gwyn and attend to his own
meagre provisions.

“You’re still
ugly, Ugly. And I’m afraid it may be a while before you get good
grass and hay.”

Gwyn turned her
bright blue eyes on her chosen mount, and Gawain would swear from
the flaring of her nostrils that his horse was sniffing in disgust
at the prospect of plodding through a gloomy forest.

“You think
that’s bad, wait ‘til you see this canal the whitebeard
spoke of. A great water road he called it. If it’s still there. And
we go along that all the way to Elvendere. You remember Elvendere,
Gwyn, where the children put ribbons in your mane and fed you
apples and grass and oats?”

Gawain paused a
moment, remembering his time in Gan’s province, being nursed by
Elayeen while he recovered from the Elve’s Blood poison smeared on
the crossbow bolt a Black Rider had put through his leg. Elayeen
had become throth-bound to him then, and a pair of Dwarfspit
bastard elfwizards had forbidden everyone, including Elayeen and
her brother Gan, so much as to mention her feelings for him, much
less tell him of the bitter-sweet mystery of the throth. It had
almost cost Elayeen her life.

Boots on
flagstones drew him back to the gloom of the dusty stables and he
finished securing his packs. He didn’t have much, really. A change
of clothes, boots, the arrowsilk cloak Lady Merrin of Tarn had
gifted to him which also served both as blanket and bedding when
necessary. A quilted bedroll, frak, water skin, arrows and a bag of
flint points. And the small pack of needles, thread, bandages,
silvertree powder, elven unguents, and bottles of Eeelan t’oth and
Jurian brandy he hoped he’d never need. Well, except for perhaps
the Jurian brandy, he conceded. All in all, it wasn’t much more
than he’d had when first he left Raheen to begin his banishment two
years ago.

When all was
secure, he rubbed Gwyn’s nose, and whispered “Come on then, Ugly,
let’s see who we can frighten with your hideousness today.”

Outside in the
sunshine the small group of people and horses were assembling, men
checking their equipment and steeds with quiet purpose. Tyrane,
resplendent in his crisp uniform complete with gleaming helmet, was
making a second check of one of the packhorses, meticulously
touching each sack and bundle with the end of his pencil before
marking it off on his sheet. All was quiet activity, save for
Elayeen standing off to one side, her bow clasped lightly in both
hands and resting on her boot, her head swinging this way and
that.

Nearby, Kahla
and Jaxon were talking to each other, nervously it seemed to
Gawain, and darting occasional looks towards the Callodon guards
and the professional ease with which they went about their
preparations for travel. Even Allazar and Arramin seemed
enthusiastic about their impending departure into the unknown, and
were carefully checking their own mounts and supplies.

Gawain,
satisfied that his own frugal needs were well catered for, strode
over to the Gorian couple.

“Something
wrong, Serre Jaxon?”

Kahla seemed
positively embarrassed, and Jaxon sheepish, fiddling with the hilt
of the battered Gorian shortsword Tyrane had returned to him, a
small token of freedom and of trust, a sincere gesture on the
captain’s part and well-received as such for Jaxon’s. “My lord… the
Captain presented two horses there, and said we’re to ride
them.”

“Aye, at least
until we enter the forest. Once in there, I expect we’ll all find
ourselves on foot most of the way to Calhaneth, if not all the
way.”

“My lord…,”
Jaxon looked utterly crestfallen. “My lord we do not know how to
ride. It was forbidden in Armunland for slaves…” Jaxon tailed off,
his shoulders sagging.

“Ah,” Gawain
managed, his mind reeling for a moment. In Raheen, everyone could
ride. It hadn’t occurred to him that the former slaves would be
unable to sit saddle. “A moment, if you please?”

Jaxon nodded
dejectedly, and watched while Gawain walked the few paces to the
horses designated for their use.

They were fine
horses, and bore the mark of the Callodon guard. Presumably, Gawain
thought, Tyrane had taken them from two of the guards he’d detailed
to remain in Jarn until the Court of Callodon had determined what
was to become of the refugees. He spoke softly to the first, a
chestnut mare, stroking her nose and tugging her ear, watching her
eyes while he whispered. Then, he gave her a gentle pat on the
neck; a check of shoes and hooves, saddle and tack, and another
gentle conversation before he repeated the same ritual with the
second horse, a grey mare. And then he returned to Jaxon and
Kahla.

“These are good
horses,” he announced, “And well used to life in the Callodon
Guard. I’ve asked that they be gentle, so really all you need do is
sit in the saddle and allow them to follow the horses in
front.”

“Then we can
still journey with you all, my lord?” Jaxon gasped, and it finally
dawned on Gawain that their worry had not been of the horses, but
of being left behind.

“Of course,” he
smiled. “Though if or when we reach Ostinath, we’ll have to ride
fast. But we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Come, I’ll
show you both how to check the saddles, what’s what, and how to
mount up and hold on.”

And with
Elayeen casting her gaze about the northern road, wizards and men
of Callodon busying themselves for their journey, Gawain patiently
and expertly introduced a beaming pair of former Gorian slaves to
their horses, saddles and accoutrements. The horses, used to
endless drills and parades and formations, not to mention noise and
a great deal of shouting, stood patiently, quietly listening to
Gawain’s voice as he taught perhaps the most attentive students
he’d likely ever have.

 


An hour later,
Tyrane gave a brief nod of his head in answer to an enquiring look
from Gawain.

“Hey-la!”
Gawain called, and raised his hand, flicking his wrist twice
towards the north road before climbing into the saddle.

He waited
quietly, watching as Jaxon mounted precisely as he had been taught,
and then looked towards Kahla as she accompanied Elayeen to her
horse. Elayeen handed her bow to Kahla, felt for the stirrup, and
gracefully pulled herself up into the saddle. As soon as she was
settled, she held out her left hand, two broken fingers fresh-bound
by the whitesleeves Healer Turlock, who even now stood off outside
the inn’s main doors with a small knot of guardsmen gathered to
watch their departure. Kahla deftly touched Elayeen’s hand with the
bow, and in moments, the weapon was slung in its customary position
on the elfin queen’s back.

All around, the
creak of leather as men mounted, the clop of hooves on cobbles as
horses shifted their weight. Gawain couldn’t help but smile when he
saw Kahla take a deep breath before she mounted the chestnut mare
and then as she beamed happily on successfully executing the
manoeuvre. Of course, he knew, for the Gorians, everything, every
moment here in the freedom east of the Empire was an adventure. Now
they would ride for the first time, and they cared not a jot what
danger may await them ahead on the road.

Gawain drew
Gwyn to the far side of the road, waiting while Elayeen moved to
the head of the group, Kahla and Jaxon’s horses following
immediately behind, the two riders clutching their reins as though
their lives depended on it. Gawain and Allazar moved in behind
them, followed by the wizard Arramin and Tyrane. Terryn and Rollaf
brought up the rear, leading the string of packhorses laden with
provisions. On the road, leaving Jarn and heading north with the
sight of Eldengaze in the van, there was no need for advance scouts
or much else by way of military caution save watchfulness. It would
be in the forest where the two guardsmen would take the lead.

It was Elayeen,
of course, who set the pace, and perhaps to her eye the road and
its lack of vegetation was clearly marked by the contrast of living
things growing either side of it, once the last of the buildings
that marked the northern end of the town were behind them. They
rode then at a gentle trot, and Elayeen seemed perfectly content
with Kahla slightly behind her on the left flank and Jaxon likewise
on the right.

Ten minutes
later the pace slowed to a walk where the road swung wide to the
east and cobbles gave way to a hard-baked track leading to the far
distant Callodon Castletown. Elayeen turned her head a little and
slowed, allowing Kahla’s horse to draw alongside her. They had left
the track, and were now on short grass, and it quickly became
obvious that Eldengaze needed reassurance that no obstacles lay
hidden from her sight in front of them.

“Leave them,”
Gawain said softly to Allazar, knowing by some instinct that the
wizard was considering riding forward to supplant the entirely
inexperienced rider beside Elayeen.

“Is that wise?”
Allazar muttered.

“If Eldengaze
wishes to ride point and doesn’t want to be dazzled by my
brightness, then wise or not those two must learn quickly to trust
each other, and Kahla and Jaxon have but a short time to become
accustomed to being on horseback. They were barely clinging on at
the gentlest of trots, and the forest is only a few hours
away.”

It was, visible
through the mid-morning haze in the distance.

“All this was
once forest, my lord,” Arramin announced from behind them, “The
trees slowly cleared to make way for Jarn and the needs of its
inhabitants. Jarn began as little more than a small military
outpost, and gradually grew to become the town we know today.”

Kahla’s quiet
occasional words with Elayeen suddenly became a more urgent stream,
and Elayeen swung her horse slightly to the north-east. The reason
became obvious a few minutes later as the charred remains of huts
and the jagged wreckage of what was once a Ramoth tower was passed
on their left flank. The Ramoth tower and camp had been constructed
here so that all leaving and entering the town from the north would
see it. Gawain smiled darkly at the memory of ashes falling like
snow from the evening sky, and the glow from the fires that all in
Jarn had indeed seen the night he’d destroyed it. Clumps of grass
were growing through the wreckage, nature slowly reclaiming the
land.

Life for Gawain
had been so much simpler a year ago, he knew. Find the enemy.
Destroy the enemy. Finding the enemy had been easy with the map
Allazar had made on Brock of Callodon’s orders. Destroying them had
been relatively easy too. Here, east of Goria, there were no prized
praetorian legions, well-drilled and hard trained in fighting. Such
mercenaries as the Ramoth had hired had mostly come from the
western wilds in the north, up by the farak gorin where even now
Morloch’s armies waited. And after Morloch’s Breath had destroyed
Raheen, such forces as kings might command here in the lowlands
were held back, forbidden to take action. A warrior of Raheen
though, prepared and trained for war from an early age, would have
no trouble against untrained mercenaries, and Gawain certainly
hadn’t had any.

It was why he
had been regarded with such quiet awe by the lowlanders he’d
encountered, and still doubtless was. After so long at peace,
lulled into an almost indolent stupor by the absence of a Morloch
carefully and secretly drawing his plans against them, the lowlands
had been stunned into submission by nothing more than nonsense and
hired thugs. And then, finally, they’d been cowed by the utter
devastation of Raheen. Allazar had been right, of course, back at
the outpost at the foot of Raheen when Jaxon had told his tale of
the darkness loosed upon Goria; slaves and free men needed handling
with different gloves.

In Goria,
military might was needed to maintain order, not just to keep
slaves in place, but also to keep the provincial lords, the Tals,
from rising against the Emperor as the Goth-lords had once done.
Such military power would have and did make short work of chanting
idiots with their tiny tinkling bells, and there would be far too
few free people there to lure away from their homes and into the
ranks of mindless followers. There, the darkness had been needed to
crush resistance. Here, east of the Empire, Morloch’s task had been
made so much easier by the lack of strength and lands too long in
comfort and peace.

“A copper for
your thoughts, Longsword,” Allazar said, noting the distant look in
Gawain’s eyes.

“Oh, I was just
thinking. And remembering.”

“Those days are
now thankfully consigned to history,” the wizard cautioned, “The
longsword warrior no longer wanders alone, wreaking vengeance on
shave-headed emissaries of Morloch’s great deception.”

Gawain stared
at Elayeen’s back for a moment, before turning his steel-grey eyes
on the wizard. “I know. But there’s one thing can be said for those
days, Allazar.”

“Which is?”

“I knew where I
was going and what I was going to do when I got there.”

“Ah.”

After a few
minutes of silence save for the horses plodding at a fast walk
across the soft and grassy earth, Gawain pulled a familiar leather
map from inside his tunic. Allazar recognised it immediately, it
was he who’d made it. It was the map of the southlands, on which
he’d burned the location of all the Ramoth towers whose existence
he knew of from his own travels before the days of the
DarkSlayer.

Gawain unfolded
and refolded the map until it showed the Old Kingdom of Pellarn,
the north-western reaches of Callodon, and the south-western tip of
the plains of Juria. The expanse of grassland they were crossing
now was clearly marked, as was the tiny black spot that Allazar had
burned there to mark the tower they had just passed. A glance due
west showed open grass sweeping away towards the unseen source of
the River Ostern, to the west of which all was Pellarn
territory.

It was easy to
see why neither Pellarn, Callodon, nor Juria had ever really
contested possession of the forest. It extended for miles to the
west into Pellarn, clear to the Eramak River, for centuries the
accepted border with Goria. And ahead of them, it swept due north
almost as far as the farak gorin itself, becoming Elvendere halfway
up the plains of Juria. Besides, no-one had lived in the forest
this far south since the destruction of Calhaneth a thousand years
ago.

“You are sure,
wizard Arramin, that we can reach Shiyanath in half the time it
would take to ride there north across the plains?” Gawain asked
over his shoulder.

“I am, my lord.
Assuming that the Canal of Thal-Marrahan is still functional, and I
do not know why it should not be. Four days to Calhaneth, my lord,
if my calculations are correct, and then two weeks along the great
water road to Ostinath…”

“…And then ten
days along this Threnderrin Way to Shiyanath, yes. Perhaps I’m just
being overly sceptical, never having seen this ‘great water road’
your old books speak of.”

“It is easy to
describe, my lord, but not until it is in the eye of the beholder
does the true magnitude of its accomplishment become clear. Or so
it was described by those who saw it, before the destruction of
Calhaneth. If one imagines a great trench, rectangular in section,
lined with stone, and filled with water, one has it. Then imagine
this great stone channel cutting through the forest like a knife,
arrow-straight to Ostinath in Elvendere.”

Gawain shifted
in his saddle, frowning, and Allazar gave him a knowing look. It
was well-known that the young man did not like wizards, did not
trust wizards, and certainly did not enjoy being dependent on their
knowledge or advice. Gawain noted the look and knew exactly what
Allazar was thinking too.

“If the canal
is still there and full of water, I still don’t see how, even with
this barge you mentioned floating merrily along, we can reach
Ostinath in so short a time,” Gawain eyed the map again, “It’d take
at least four weeks hard ride.”

Allazar smiled,
looking away to the west, and Gawain knew immediately that
Arramin’s answer would be childishly simple.

“My lord,
unlike horses and men, the barge needs neither food nor rest nor
sleep. Aside for some slight delays in the great lifts, the journey
will be made at a steady and unbroken pace.”

“Assuming there
are no obstacles and these lifts work after a thousand years of
neglect,” Gawain mumbled.

“Yes, my
lord.”

Gawain eyed the
forest ahead, and the clear expanse of the plains to the northeast.
He had a few hours in which to change his mind, though he knew he
would not do so.

Elayeen
suddenly slowed, her gaze fixed high above the forest bubbling up
in the northwest. Gawain and the others strained their eyes, but
could see nothing. After a few breathless moments, her gaze swung
to the north again and the pace quickened once more.

“Dwarfspit,”
Gawain sighed, under his breath or so he thought.

“Indeed,”
Allazar agreed, and it was an extremely watchful group of
travellers who continued their journey towards the forest of
Pellarn.

 


When they drew
to within a few hundred yards of the tree line the pace slowed even
more, until Gawain finally called a halt for an early lunch and
suggested that afterwards, for the sake of Elayeen, they’d proceed
on foot. He dismounted and sat on one of the reasons why; a
tree-stump, well weathered, and there were hundreds like it all
around them, becoming fresher-cut closer to the tree line. Kahla
simply wasn’t an accomplished enough rider to guide Elayeen’s horse
around the obstacles and Elayeen couldn’t discern their shapes well
enough to avoid them herself. Her horse might be able to manage by
itself, but it simply wasn’t worth the risk given the short
distance.

“Loggers from
Jarn, and also from Callodon Castle,” Allazar said, stretching and
reaching into his shoulder-bag for what Gawain just knew
would be a door-step of a beef sandwich.

“And the
village of Doosen, about twenty miles to the northeast,” Tyrane
announced. “That’s Juria, over there, and the stumps all around us
are why no-one’s ever really disputed the forest. We all need the
wood, and there’s plenty of it. No need to start a fight over
it.”

“A pity the
same couldn’t be said for the rest of the lands south of the
Teeth,” Gawain muttered, paring a slice of frak with his boot
knife. “There’d be no need of the Kings’ Council at Shiyanath.”

“Alas, my
lord,” Arramin smiled, slipping his stick with its fabric strap
over his head to sit on a nearby stump, “Life here in these lands
has never been as simple as it must have been for your own
people.”

“True,” Gawain
conceded, and noticing that everyone else was lunching on various
types of fresh-made sandwiches from the inn, popped his slice of
frak into his mouth, adding: “Sometimes the simplest things in life
are also the best.”

Elayeen
suddenly stood and stared away into the sky to the northeast. She
canted her head, and seemed to frown a little, then simply sat down
and continued eating her sandwich.

“Dwmmffift”
Gawain mumbled, chewing on the leathery meat.

“The city of
Calhaneth, Serre wizard, do the books tell us what it was like?”
Tyrane looked genuinely interested, and Arramin was genuinely happy
to share the knowledge he’d acquired through his long years of
reading and study.

“It was
wondrous, wondrous indeed,” he sighed. “Or so Applinius The Walker
described it. He was famed, in his day, for his travels. He would
journey, always on foot, from village to village, town to town,
city to city, and in his writings, he would describe whatever he
found. Little escaped his attention, from the quality of the food
and conviviality of the hosts in the hostelries he visited, to the
demeanour, good or bad, of those who dwelled in the places he
visited, and their customs and ways.

“It was his
hope to catalogue life as it was lived in his day, and to provide
worthwhile guides for travellers and traders who might benefit from
an objective knowledge of the lands and their peoples. Some of his
little guides still survive and are legible, and to a student of
history such as myself are lovely little treasures. Alas, his
wanderlust drove Applinius west of the river we call the Eramak,
and west of the civilisation enjoyed here in the eastern lands.
There, in Goria, he was, it was said, taken for a spy, and hanged
from a gibbet on the west bank of the river as a warning to others.
The Empire was cruel and guarded its lands with great jealousy even
then.”

Arramin paused
to take a bite of his sandwich, and to drink before continuing:

“But to
Calhaneth. The forest we see yonder and the stumps upon which we
sit were not here, in the days of Applinius. A thousand years of
growth have stretched the woodlands far beyond the road’s ending.
The Walker, in his guide, describes a village close to the edge of
the forest, similar perhaps to Jarn but farther north. In that
village, travellers to and from Calhaneth would rest before their
onward journeys. The name of that village was Joornath, and
Applinius describes it as having broad fields to the south and
west, and many sheep.

“Alas, with the
destruction of Calhaneth the reason for Joornath’s existence
likewise was destroyed. In a very little time, at least according
to history’s great clock, Joornath’s glory, such as it was, faded,
and after falling into disrepair was itself razed to the ground
during a battle between Pellarn and what was then Brynnland.

“Brynnland was
little more than a minor fiefdom ruled by a war-lord whose
expectations far outweighed his abilities. The Brynn’s forces were
destroyed, its people scattered, and the forces of Pellarn
retreated to their homeland. In time, the forests of the north and
south closed the gap between Pellarn and the plains we now know as
Juria, and here we sit.”

“I have never
heard of this Brynnland,” Tyrane announced, frowning and thinking
hard.

“It was a long
time ago, Captain. The village of Doosen is probably quite close to
the area where the Brynn had their fortified village or camp,”
Arramin smiled, and ate, and drank, and lost himself in
thought.

After a long
pause, Allazar gently prompted the elderly wizard. “And Calhaneth,
Master Arramin?”

“Oh dear me,
yes. Calhaneth. Applinius described his journey through the
woodland gate, the southern terminus of the great south road, where
a small detachment of elves stood guard and watched over the
travellers as they passed. It is a broad avenue of cobbles, broad
enough for eight to ride abreast in comfort, he said, passing
straight through the forest and lined by trees of great height
whose fine vaulted canopy admits sufficient light for easy
travel.

“He then
describes the baths and boarding halls, stone-built, where one
arrives near the end of a day’s travel. A multitude of pools of
crystal-clear warm water, which flows from an unseen spring east to
west, cooling as it progress from pool to pool, affording the
travellers an opportunity to bathe and relax
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