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Hurna’s
Blade


Prologue

 


“When you can
cross the Sixth Concentric, then you’ll be a Master Hunter.”

Benmelo
sniffed, and poked the fire with a stick. “When I was four years
old, you told me if I could catch a rabbit, then you’d teach me how
to be a master hunter like you.”

“True.”

“Later, after
I’d spent weeks tearing around after one like an idiot, when I
finally managed to catch that floppy-eared twitchy-nosed
flea-ridden four-legged lightning-bolt, you then said if I
paid heed to your lessons I’d be a master hunter by the time I
turned sixteen.”

“Also
true.”

“I’m
seventeen.”

Master Tawn
looked up from the fire, its embers and occasional flickering
tongues of flame reflecting in his keen grey eyes. A rare and faint
smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, and he drew a breath.

“True again.
What can I say? You are a slow learner.”

“Oh ta much I’m
sure!” Benmelo grinned, and poked the fire again. “Besides,
assuming I do make it across to the far side of the Sixth,
how will you know?”

Master Tawn
shrugged. “Because you’ll come back and tell me what you saw
there.”

“Oh for… That
means I’ll have to cross the barkin’ thing twice! And the
wilds of the Fifth! Twice!”

“You are
learning quicker, ‘prentice Benmelo of Breeyanshar. This is a good
sign. Soon, you will possess all the speed of a striking slug.”

“Only if I
barkin’ live that long!”

 


oOo


1. The Prodigal
Returns

 


Benmelo
squatted by the stream, cupped his filthy hands, and drank. The
water was cool, and though the stifling days and nights of
midsummer had passed and August just begun, he was still hot, and
sweating profusely from his running. His clothes were tattered and
filthy, entirely in keeping with the rest of his appearance, and
once he’d drunk his fill, he took off his boots, stepped out into
the middle of the stream, sat down, and then laid back on its rough
gravel bed, revelling in the cool of the water rushing over
him.

He had no soap,
of course. He’d left that on the table in Master Tawn’s cabin in
the middle of the woods of Breeyanshar. He hadn’t noticed the lack
of it until he’d paused to bathe at a narrow river somewhere out in
the fifth ring on his way to the Sixth Concentric, and though he’d
cursed himself for an idiot back then, the omission had turned out
to be something of a blessing in disguise later on. In the deadly
land of the sixth ring, it was good to smell bad.

Now, though, he
regretted not having the misshapen lump he’d left behind in his
excitement, and perhaps anxiety, at leaving. He hadn’t recognised
himself when he’d paused to stare at his reflection in a deep pool
in the fifth’s outer wilds on his way back; his normally tidy brown
hair was shaggy, tangled, and sun-bleached. A patchy, scraggly
beard of soft brown hairs had sprung from his face as if from
nowhere, and he was filthy. He’d left his comb behind, too, and
Master Tawn had always said a strong wind would make for a fine
enough razor where Benmelo’s bum-fluff was concerned.

His eyes were
the same though, brown, with flecks of gold and green. Which was a
trifle disappointing, at least from Benmelo’s perspective. He’d
always thought his eyes soft and girlish, and had hoped that his
surviving of the Sixth Concentric, and barkin’ twice at
that, might’ve somehow magically changed them to a manly icy
grey like Master Tawn’s; affording him a steely gaze that spoke a
clear and silent warning to any oafish lout who might otherwise be
emboldened after a pint or two of Granny’s Stout at the local
tavern. Alas.

Lying in the
stream, with the water rushing over his head and face and filling
his ears with a roar, it was hard to imagine that he was almost
back home. Eighteen years old now, too, having celebrated his
birthday standing on a rock swinging at bloodbats with his short
but stout walking-pole. He’d wondered why Master Tawn had given it
to him, insisting it would be ‘useful along the way’ but not
elaborating on the reasons why.

The
walking-pole was lying on top of his pack on the bank of the
stream, a hefty, slightly knobbly hardwood staff some four feet in
length and made, Master Tawn had said, by the she-sorcerer Trinyan
over in Gallows Cross. It had a shallow groove cut around the top,
just beneath its hard and knob-like head, and a thick leather thong
tied there to serve as a hard-wearing wrist-strap. Mystic-tied,
he’d thought, since no amount of accidental effort on his part
during his travels had managed to loosen that strap. More than once
along the way to the outer sixth and back, Benmelo had been
grateful for both the hardwood stick and the leather thong which
held it securely to his wrist.

But now he was
cold, and soaking, and about as clean as water alone was likely to
make him, and he could smell the woods of home on the faint and
swirling breezes. He dragged himself out of the stream, washed his
socks, wrung them out, and tied them to the straps hanging from his
pack where his bedroll used to be. Then, with his boots reeking and
hanging around his neck, he slung the pack in place, and started
running barefoot across the grasses of the plains there on the edge
of the outer fourth, heading for the lush green trees bubbling up
on the horizon. The woods of Breeyanshar. Home.

That single
thought had occupied his waking thoughts for countless miles, ever
since his feet had found the soft and verdant grasses of the fourth
ring once more. Home, familiar trees, familiar faces, familiar
animals; and yes indeed, a few of those longer-lived animals
dwelling in the woods had come to know the apprentice by sight too,
much to Master Tawn’s dismay. Hunters were not supposed to be seen,
after all, and especially not by one particularly dangerous
bear.

But thinking of
home and seeing it rising higher above the horizon only served to
quicken Benmelo’s pace, and his running demanded his full attention
now; though these were safe lands, a twisted ankle or a broken leg
this close to the woods of Breeyanshar would be a humiliating
catastrophe.

 


Breeyanshar was
a village on the very edge of the line of the Fourth Concentric,
southwest arc. What maps there were of the region usually showed
it, incorrectly if at all, nestling at the foot of unnamed rocky
hills, when in fact it stood on the northern bank of a broad and
meandering river, the Breeyan, northwest of what the locals knew as
Breeyan’s Mountain. The mountain rose up out of the southern woods
of Breeyanshar, and it was home to bears, wolves, wildcats, hawks,
and rock-doves, amongst other things. It had once been home to
Griffelax too, until a then rather young master hunter named Tawn
had happened by, destroyed the foul creatures, and decided to
remain there in the woods where he’d lived ever since.

The village had
prospered thereafter, its sheep and cattle (and shepherds, too)
unmolested by the pack-hunting Griffelax, and in the years
following Master Tawn’s arrival, he’d taken four apprentices.
Benmelo was the fifth, and he still had no idea how many of his
predecessors had survived to receive the Green Blade which was the
outward badge of honour and respect only a true master might bear.
He made a mental note to ask, if or when he ever received the knife
that would mark the end of his apprenticeship.

He decided to
take a westerly route around the foot of the mountain; the eastern
side was usually quite damp underfoot at this time of year, prone
to flash floods when summer thunderstorms loosed a deluge upon the
rocks and the water came blasting down the washes. He sat, and
found his socks dry from their airing after his run from the
stream, and his clothes too come to that, so he put them on, then
his boots, and stood.

Breeyan’s
Mountain really was just a clump of rocky hills. He knew it now,
and felt saddened by the realisation, as though something of his
childhood had been taken from him, or an old secret betrayed. He
remembered the distant, towering peaks beyond the black sands of
the outer sixth, snow-capped, and, in places, cloud-shrouded so
lofty were they. Benmelo sighed, and understood at last why Master
Tawn had always blinked in a rather odd way whenever someone spoke
about ‘the mountain’. Master Tawn had travelled far before settling
here.

But the day
wouldn’t wait, and the cabin on the other side of the hills
wouldn’t draw any closer for his simply standing there looking at
the trees and pondering the hills looming above them, so he set off
again, padding through the woods of home, through trees he’d known
all his life. A new sense of serenity seemed to fill him. He’d
faced all manner of distressing perils (and the walking-pole he now
carried easily like a spear still bore the faint tooth marks of at
least three of the filthy bloodbats he’d smashed into oblivion with
it), and he’d survived them.

There was a
saying in the five rings: once you’ve crossed the sixth, it’s
all downhill thereafter. They said it because it was a foul
wasteland inhabited by foul things, the remains of a catastrophic
decision, it was said, by wizards and sorcerers long dead and dust.
There were many sayings concerning the sixth, not the least of
which was I’d rather walk barefoot and blindfold into the sixth
than… insert something here which you’d rather die horribly
before doing.

They say that
long ago the Mad King decreed ‘banishment beyond the sixth’ a
fitting punishment for his political enemies, but while there was
indeed evidence that a king who some called ‘The Mad King’ once
dwelled in the Forbidden Centre of the hub, no evidence had ever
been found in the historical archives of such a punishment being
meted out to malefactors by him. He was called ‘mad’ because of an
illness or ailment which saw him collapse, from time to time, and
commence to jerking spasmodically in a seizure, sometimes crying
out senseless words in the manner of a lunatic, and suffering what
court healers had pronounced was ‘a storm of the brains’.

But mad king or
no, the fact remained that the Sixth Concentric was filled with all
manner of deadly perils. It was why only a barkin’ lunatic would
consider crossing it once, never mind twice. A lunatic, or maybe a
hunter apprenticed to Master Tawn of Breeyanshar. Or, Benmelo
frowned as he avoided running through and crushing a ring of wetcap
fungi, someone who was both.

He seemed to
remember someone in Martha’s Tavern saying that if you thought you
might be a lunatic, then you weren’t one, and so with a smile of
relief he shook off the notion. It was good to be home. The air was
filled with forest scents and sounds and every one of them familiar
and exactly as they should be. Except one.

Benmelo slowed
to a halt, and sniffed the air. Oak, ash, birch, beech… bear. Yes,
that unmistakeable musty odour which told well-educated noses that
a bear had passed this way, and recently. Benmelo’s nose was highly
educated indeed, for a hunter needed to know the scent of
everything if he was to have any chance of fulfilling his duties
better than some town or village idiot wandering around with a
crossbow and a gallon jug of raw spiced cider. He recognised the
scent not only as being bear, but as being Brodgoon, a particularly
stupid bear belonging to a sloth of perfectly normal, reasonably
intelligent bears which lived on the northeast side of the
mountain.

Hills,
he corrected himself, and rather sadly at that. Brodgoon had come
down from the hills. Master Tawn had always tutted and expressed
dismay at Benmelo’s habit of naming animals.

“Never give a
name to something you might one day have to kill. Name it, and it
becomes something much more than quarry, much more than prey.
Emotion will make you hesitate. And hesitating will get you, or
someone else, possibly even me, killed.”

So had said
Master Tawn. Benmelo had protested, as he usually always did,
saying that he only named the real characters living in their
woodland domain, ones which drew attention to themselves for their
individuality, habits, or quirks. In Brodgoon’s case, it was the
simple stupidity of the dopy-looking but distinctly dangerous
animal, and his habit of wandering down to the river for fish in
the middle of the day, instead of at night, which was when all
other bears went fishing to supplement their normal forest
diet.

Brodgoon had a
distinctive voice, too, which, like his unfortunate
lazy-mindedness, set him apart from others of his kind. When he saw
anything he considered remotely threatening, he would utter a loud
and throaty Woourrr-wuh! and then give three short sharp
rasping breaths which sounded precisely like a two man crosscut saw
having at a mighty log.

Once, years
ago, Benmelo had sat up a tree in the early evening, watching
Brodgoon sitting in a glade being assailed by a swarm of bees while
licking honey from a paw, when out from the trees hopped a small
bunny intent on making a meal of the clover and wild flowers to be
found there. Woourrr-wuh! went the cry, followed by three
strokes of that sawing rasp, and to the rabbit’s surprise as well
as Benmelo’s, up jumped Brodgoon and lolloped away towards the
hills, honey forgotten in his terror, and dead bees, twigs, acorns
and leaves stuck to his paw.

Just thinking
on it brought a smile to Benmelo’s face, and he sniffed the air
again, and turned. Brodgoon was nearby, and it didn’t pay to upset
the brute. Stupid and amusing the bear might be, but he probably
weighed three times Benmelo’s slender and wiry frame, and stood a
fair bit taller than the young man’s five feet eight inches when
upright.

Now he came to
think of it, the glade where the rabbit had put Brodgoon to flight
years ago was close by, and it was entirely possible that bees had
taken up residence in one of the trees there again this year. The
apprentice had told the tale to Master Tawn that night over dinner
by the deep pool outside the cabin, and, laughing, declared he
might name the fearless rabbit ‘Fangar The Terrible’, until of
course the teacher had shown the student what it was he had
roasting on a spit over the small fire-pit. Of course, it probably
wasn’t the heroically-named bunny they were to dine on, but
the point had been well-made all the same.

Benmelo set
off, and though moving with almost silent grace was as natural to
him now as breathing, he took care to give the glade a wide berth.
Alas, his path took him very slightly upwind of that glade, and his
heart sank ten minutes later when he heard that tell-tale call of
alarm from behind his right shoulder.

He glanced
back, and saw Brodgoon in the glade through the trees, standing
upright where he’d been clawing at a tree, head surrounded by angry
bees, and staring straight back at him with teeth bared.

Woourrr-wuh!
chhh-ah chhh-ah chhh-ah!

Brodgoon, it
seemed, didn’t recognise the shaggy-haired filthy and raggedy
interloper staring back at him, and promptly decided that whoever
it was, or whatever it was, was after the honey too. The bear
dropped to all fours and began charging.

To have
survived all the horrors of the sixth, only to be mauled to death
by a simple-minded clown of a bear within sight of home… it was
simply too bizarre. With a bark of laughter and a broad grin,
Benmelo turned and fled, and though of course he knew the danger he
was in, he also knew Brodgoon, and compared to the Sixth
Concentric, an angry durr-brained bear was something of a picnic,
relatively speaking.

Never run
from a bear, Master Tawn had said, the first time his
apprentice had seen one. They can run fifty yards in three
heartbeats, you can’t, and running only encourages them.

But Brodgoon
was an idiot and thus entirely unpredictable, and in spite of his
bathing in the stream, Benmelo understood completely why the beast
hadn’t recognised him, and thus why the lunatic was after him. But
then, thinking about stupid bears and their unreasonableness was
set aside while the apprentice hunter scurried up a gnarled and
ancient oak, still laughing, and then stood hugging the wizened
bark of the trunk some twenty feet up to avoid being shaken off his
perch when the bear slammed into the bottom of the tree below
him.

Brodgoon fell
backwards onto his backside, dazed, and actually shook his head to
try to clear it, as if failing to understand why he’d come to such
an abrupt and undignified halt. It only increased Benmelo’s
laughter, which only wounded the bear’s dignity even more.

Bears, however,
can climb trees. In between bouts of laughter, Benmelo shouted down
at the immense dullard looking up at him.

“Yaah! G’won,
bugger off Brodgoon! Yaah!”

Woourrr-wuh!
chhh-ah chhh-ah chhh-ah!

“I mean it you
loon! G’won, piss off! Go! Yaah! Go back to your honey, it’s only
me, Benmelo!”

But the bear
was having none of it, and began to climb in spite of Benmelo’s
shouted protests and fading laughter. The situation was becoming
rather more serious now. Bears, he knew from practical observation,
sometimes chased a rival or a perceived enemy up a tree, and the
chasing bear, being lower down, had the advantage. Easier to look
up and swipe a heavy claw at the bear above, than for the bear
above to look down and try to kick the attacker away. And stupidity
had no part of a bear’s behaviour once instincts took command over
reason, not that Brodgoon had possessed much of the latter to begin
with.

The apprentice,
looking down on the ascending beast, eased further out along the
bough on which he stood.

“Yaah! On yer
way you clown! Go! Down! Clear off! Yaah!”

Well, he
thought, noisy shouting was worth a try. Abject failure,
though. Brodgoon thrust up, and seeing the target of his ire moving
out and away from the trunk, followed suit, taking to a hefty bough
and sidling out, paws held aloft to try to swipe at the bending
branch on which Benmelo stood.

Benmelo eased
further out. His bough creaked a little, and bowed more.

Brodgoon eased
further out, and his bough began to crack, bits of bark flying up
alarmingly from a split widening in the ancient limb. Eyes wide,
the bear ceased its attempted assault on the interloper above him,
and gaped, and as the groans of the failing limb became louder,
anger was abruptly replaced by fear…

Brodgoon
slipped and began to fall, but managed to cling to the creaking,
groaning and crackling bough with his forepaws, hind legs kicking
in the air. There was nowhere for the animal to go but down.

Woourrr-wuh!
Woourrr-wuh! Woourrr-wuh! clinging on for dear life, vengeful
bees stills circling the immense furry head, and for the briefest
moment, Brodgoon’s eyes locked with Benmelo’s, and in that
eternity, the hunter’s apprentice heard the plea in the animal’s
frantic call for help.

The sound of
the once-mighty bough splintering grew louder, pieces of wood
bursting up out of the wound, and Brodgoon uttered his cry for help
one last time.

Woourrr…

And then the
bough broke, and the bear fell three inches to the ground, and
stood there, utterly dumbfounded, still clinging to the branch.

...-wuh

That last part
of the bear’s signature call was too much for Benmelo and he burst
out laughing again, the question-mark missing from the animal’s
exclamation all too obvious in the beast’s shocked expression.
Brodgoon had been so heavy, the bough had bent so far that the
branches and leaves on its end had almost brushed the ground. The
bear let go of the broken limb, which remained partially attached
to the trunk, and then, all dignity lost, ran off to the northeast,
back towards the hills, and his home.

Benmelo was
laughing so much he almost fell from the tree himself, but made it
back along the bough to the trunk before opening the fly of his
trousers to relieve the strain on his protesting bladder. Forty
feet away, up another tree, he saw Master Tawn, wearing all the
colours of the forest, doing exactly the same thing.

When both had
made it safely back onto firm ground, still laughing, Master Tawn
surprised Benmelo again, walking towards the apprentice and then
holding out his arms as though he were clinging to a branch, and in
between chuckles, emitting a fair parody of the bear’s call:
Woourrr…wuh?

“Master Tawn!”
Benmelo sighed, when the laugher finally died, and was shocked when
Tawn stepped forward, and embraced him.

“Master
Benmelo,” Tawn smiled. “Welcome home. Come, I have a new
apprentice, let’s see if he’s got anything for dinner yet. Here.
This is for you.”

Tawn slipped
his pack from his back, reached in, and withdrew a bundle. Brown
leather, patterned with green, a belt which he carefully unwrapped
to reveal a sheath the same colour, and in it, the haft and green
pommel of the very blade Benmelo had worked so long and so hard to
possess.

The young man’s
throat tightened, his vision became suddenly and surprisingly
blurred, and a long shuddering sigh was the best he could
manage.

“Take it,
Benmelo. Master Hunter. You have earned it.”

 


oOo


2.
Tradition

 


There were
three deep pools of clear, fresh water near Tawn’s cabin; the
hunter’s home had been built a short distance opposite the largest
of them. That was the drinking pool. The second deepest, perhaps
fifty yards north of the first, was the bathing pool, and that was
where Benmelo at first swam and then put to good use the soap and
scrubbing brush handed to him together with clean clothes and a
towel back at the cabin by Tawn’s new apprentice, a young boy named
Micho.

Benmelo
recognised the boy as the grandson of Breeyanshar’s butcher, and
could well imagine the family of butchers beaming with delight at
Micho’s being chosen. Having a bona fide master hunter in the
family would certainly do the business no harm at all.

He smiled while
he scrubbed, thinking of Martha’s Tavern and the reception he’d
receive there tomorrow when he walked in wearing the Green Blade.
Then he noted the faint scar from the Six-tick on his left thigh
emerging from beneath the grime, eight spiteful punctures
surrounding a deeper, uglier wound, and his smile faded instantly.
It was healing well, but would take time to fade completely.
Benmelo shuddered at the memory, and carried on scrubbing as though
the beast were still there on his leg.

Nasty
disgusting foul evil poisonous hideous grotesque ugly barkin’
things! flashed through his mind, and he grimaced. And they
were, too; folk of the five rings had always been greatly relieved
that those disgusting creatures dwelled only in the Sixth
Concentric, hence the name given to them.

Benmelo bathed
for an hour, scrubbing, soaping, scrubbing again, washing his hair,
combing, cutting, washing again and on and on until he felt he’d
done enough to be presentable. After all, he was Master Benmelo
now, and had certain standards to maintain. While he towelled
himself down and then dressed in fresh clean summer clothes, his
gaze remained fixed upon the broad-bladed knife lying on the ground
by his new boots. Even when he sat to pull on his socks and the
new, soft leather and sturdy-soled footwear, he stared at the
treasured blade, scarcely believing it belonged to him.

Then, fully
dressed, he sighed, and picked it up. It was heavy, heavier than
the working knife he’d carried for so long. He studied it, gently
touching the green pommel, noting the symbol engraved deep within
it, the rune Sahk, ancient symbol of the hunter, a mystic enamel
filling the intaglio and almost glowing bright red. The handle was,
they said, bone, but if it was, Benmelo couldn’t see it for the
bright green steel wire wrapping which gave the hilt its colour as
well as providing a firm grip.

Taking a
breath, he drew the blade for the first time, and gasped at its
pristine beauty. The cross-guard was black steel, and extended an
inch either side of the blade, which was ten inches long,
hollow-ground, double-edged, with a vicious trailing point. It
wasn’t made for such delicate work as dressing the kill; that job
would continue to fall to the shorter, five-inch full-tang
wood-handled blade Benmelo had carried all the days of his training
under Tawn. No, the Green Blade was a true weapon, as well as a
badge of honour which marked Benmelo for what he’d become.

On the left
side of the blade, starting from the cross-guard and progressing
towards the point, six names had been mystic etched and filled with
that same glowing red enamel as the pommel. The first was his own,
Benmelo, in lettering larger than the rest. Then came Tawn, his
master. Then Bryn, Tawn’s teacher, and on, Daggat, Rath, and
finally, the most famous of all hunters’ names, Hurna, he who
founded the guild in far ancient days. It was said if all the names
of the masters descended from Hurna, the first of them, were etched
upon a blade, then that blade would be a sword too long to be
wielded by a man.

Tradition had
it that only five names would appear before Hurna’s on the Green
Blade, enough to demonstrate the owner’s antecedents stretching
back to the commencement of the craft and guild recognised in the
guild-roll maintained by Crown’s Clerks in the hub. Years ago,
Benmelo had memorised the names he read now. He suddenly thrust the
blade forward, point down, the inscribed side facing a would-be
inquisitor, as he’d so often imagined doing.

“I am Benmelo,
Master Hunter of Breeyanshar, behold my lineage! Tawn, Bryn,
Daggat, Rath, Hurna!”

Then he grinned
rather self-consciously, and went back to studying the weapon
again. The reflection gazing back at him from the bright and
highly-polished steel seemed suddenly a great deal older than the
years Benmelo had behind him. He shivered, the heat of the day
fading quickly and breezes stirring the leaves in the canopy over
head.

He sheathed the
blade, stood, and buckled the belt in place, surprised at the
sudden weight now hanging at his right hip. Then he picked up his
old, thin canvas belt bearing his working knife, and strapped that
in place too. The towel he slung over his shoulder, and then, his
own nose wrinkling, he picked up the rags which he’d worn since
April when he’d set out for the sixth, and strode quietly back to
the cabin.

A hanging
brazier on a tripod had been set above the fire-pit when he’d gone
to take his bath, but the cooking was done and the brazier shifted
clear of the pit. Benmelo tossed the rags onto the embers in the
hole and watched while they took flame, and then walked over to the
table where Tawn poured elderberry wine into two wooden cups and
stood waiting.

“It isn’t
Martha’s Best, Benmelo, but even on a day like today, a clear head
is a wise head.”

“Thank you,
Master Tawn.”

The old hunter
shook his head, the brim of his ever-present floppy green felt hat
flapping a little in the breezes. “Just Tawn now, Ben. I am your
master no longer.”

“Sorry,”
Benmelo blinked, and looked a little sheepish, but took the cup of
wine anyway.

“Cheers,” Tawn
declared.

“Cheers,”
Benmelo replied, and they touched cups before taking a draught.

“Come, sit,
eat, and when the ‘prentice Micho has cleaned up, you can tell me
all about the far-fabled and divine miracle which sees you still
alive despite all expectations to the contrary.”

Benmelo
snorted, and broke into a grin, and there, at the rustic table near
the deep pool and beside Tawn’s cabin in the middle of the woods of
Breeyanshar, two masters and a very young apprentice dined well on
rabbit, and forest fruits, nuts, and vegetables.

 


“I have
something for you,” Benmelo declared later, when Micho had cleared
the table and taken his weary bones to bed.

“Two surprises
in one day. I must mark the calendar.”

“I thought you
always said I never ceased to amaze you?”

“True. Though I
did think by now you would have understood it wasn’t a
compliment.”

Again Benmelo
snorted. Tawn had always been somewhat pithy, but never before had
the wiry old man treated the youth as an equal. It was astonishing,
and slowly, very slowly, Benmelo was beginning to think there was a
hint of sadness in it, too.

“You know,
you’ve probably said more to me today than you did in the month
before I left.”

“I know.”

“Here’s what I
brought back for you. I lost pretty much everything else but this.
There was a lot more of it to start with, but I picked up a barkin’
hole in my bag somewhere on the way back.”

He took a
rather sad-looking and bulging knotted old sock from his tattered
backpack, and handed it to Tawn.

“It’s all
right, Master Tawn. It’s not a dead Six-tick or anything.”

Tawn shook his
head and sighed, and took the offered sock, though gingerly.

“It’s clean!”
Benmelo protested, seeing his former teacher’s expression. “It’s
one of a pair I was keeping as spares before I lost the other
one.”

Tawn grimaced,
and untied the knot in the top of the offending article, and opened
it a little to peer in. Then he sighed, and nodded, and tipped a
little of the contents out into the palm of his hand.

“The black
sands of Ethervale,” Tawn’s voice almost broke. “You went a long
way south.”

“I didn’t have
any barkin’ choice in the matter. Went in on the southwest arc,
ended up down there, with a clear view of a load of high mountains.
All covered with snow they were, and some so tall their tops were
lost in the clouds.”

“Then you must
have seen the castle.”

“Where? There
was bugger-all except a sluggish river on the outer side of the
sixth, and then a rise, and over that, the black sands stretching
away towards the hills and mountains.”

“In the
sixth.”

“Oh. The ruins,
you mean?”

“Yes. Describe
them to me?”

“An island of
rock in the wasteland. Blocks worn smooth, some with carvings on
but so old the wind has almost worn them all away. There’s a well
there, still see the ring of stones that were its foundations but
there’s still water in it, and it’s drinkable. If it weren’t, I’d
be dead. There’s like a dome of land rising up out from the waste,
and on it, rocks and blocks laid out like they were once walls. And
there is a wall, about eight feet of it, jagged, standing
like a triangle of stone, one face to the west, one to the east. I
hid behind it at night to keep those barkin’ bloodbats from seeing
me while I slept.”

Tawn nodded,
poking the small heap of black sand in his palm, taking a pinch and
feeling its grains, the rest in the sock on the table.

“You’ve been
there,” Benmelo announced.

“Before I came
here. It was a long time ago.”

“What was it
you called the sand?”

“The black
sands of Ethervale. You never did read the history books I borrowed
from Athelred in Gallows Cross, even though you told me you
had.”

Benmelo
shuffled on the bench seat. “Was it Athelred the cobbler who made
these boots? They’re probably the best I’ve ever worn.”

“Yes, it was,
and you didn’t read the books. Trying to change the subject like
that is something that fool bear you named might do. Ethervale was
once a verdant land, and Castle Ethervale once stood on a hill,
tall and proud, in the middle of a land rich in cattle and sheep,
goats, wool, leather, and all manner of crafts and trades. So it
was said.”

“Before the
sixth.”

“Before the
sixth,” Tawn sighed, a fresh distance and sadness in his eyes. “You
didn’t go to the mountains, obviously.”

“No. Too far,
and I was knackered. I was more concerned with finding something to
eat, before something found me.”

“What did you
find?”

“Sand-eels.
Disgusting bloody things. In the black sand.”

Again, Tawn
nodded. “If you’d read Athelred’s books you’d understand. If you’d
gone to the mountains, you’d understand more. Beyond the black
sands live the Caravellan, at certain times of the year. Nomads.
Green grass, rolling plains, wild goat, and all the other life
you’d expect to find in the tall grasses. If you’d kept going, you
would have passed other ruins, buildings of stone, great walls
tumbled. And if you’d gone up a mountain path flanked by two tall
towers, you would have been able to see the southern ocean, and you
would have seen how once the lands of the sixth might have been,
before the blight.”

“It’s not that
I meant any disrespect to you or to Athelred, Master Tawn. But I’m
to be a hunter, now a master hunter, and the past is dead
and gone. I can’t change it, and since I’m probably never going to
cross that evil barkin’ sixth again, I’m not likely to wonder at
what it once looked like, or who lived there.”

“We
lived there, long ago,” Tawn sighed. “But you are right, you are
young, and now you wear the Green Blade, and the future belongs to
you. What matters the past?”

If nothing
else, a fourteen year apprenticeship had taught Benmelo to
recognise when he’d been chided. He was just unused to the new
respect shown to him by his teacher.

“It’s not that
I don’t respect the past, Master Tawn but…”

“You wear
Hurna’s Blade. If you are ever challenged, as well you may be if
you venture into the third, or beyond it in towards the hub, you
will present the Blade, and recite the names upon it, the last name
being the first ever of our guild. In the past, in which you are so
disinterested, that heritage would have earned you a seat at high
tables in all the rings of this land. But youth is ever dismissive
of tradition and now the most you’re likely to receive in the
middle rings is a grudging nod, or a curt request to fetch a boar
for a feast and a here’s a few coins for your trouble. My
advice to you, Master Benmelo, is stay within the fourth, or its
outer. The fifth is becoming lawless, and the inner rings no longer
place any stock in outer crafts and their lore, only in the produce
they provide for market.”

Benmelo was
astonished. He’d never heard such a speech from his teacher before.
During all the years of his apprenticeship, the emphasis had been
on observing. Not seeing, but observing, watching, listening and
understanding. Thousands of hours had been spent in silence,
watching this animal or that bird or those trees and shrubs, and
from time to time, Tawn would point a finger and whisper a trait to
be noted, a reason for this or that, or a cautionary remark.

Then, a sudden
insight struck the youth. “You’ve been to the hub?”

“Once,” the old
man nodded, still playing with the thimble-full of black sand in
his cupped palm. “Before I settled here. I was young when the Blade
came to me from Bryn. I went out to seek for my own domain, and met
many people, faced many challenges. I learned. But I knew my
history, and found in me a yearning to see the centre of the
lands.”

“Why?”

“Because I was
young, and they were there. Oh, I knew the legends, how all the
great Concentrics were once part of a vast city. I’d read tales of
the Forbidden Centre where once an Emperor and his wives and
concubines lived, with their seers and sages and sorcerers. The
First Concentric, stone-built halls and palaces wherein dwelled
courtiers and poets and philosophers, all the nobility and all the
splendid who idled their days in vast gardens filled with fountains
and ponds and birds and fishes. Orchards and groves and meadows for
riding in the outer, and then the Second, where dwelled the
merchants and guild-houses, all the business of trade and profit,
and its outer, all rich pastures and fertile land for the growing
of crops.

“The Third, and
its gentry, land-owners, half-noblemen who called themselves
farmers and cattlemen and breeders of horses, and all of them
yearning to dwell in the richer Second and dreaming of the first
ring and its wealth and power. And on, here to the Fourth, where
the rustic and bucolic give way to the Fifth, where even in ancient
times dwelled the poor, scraping a poor living from poorer
soil.”

“And the
Sixth?” Benmelo asked, knowing already the legend but suddenly
anxious that his former master might cease the telling, and become
again the wise, silent, and occasionally acerbic teacher of
old.

Tawn stared at
the sand. “Gone. The rim of the great wheel of that ancient empire,
where warriors once stood watch against barbarians; barbarians who
climbed those mountains you saw and looked down, and lusted,
yearning to conquer it all. And then came Bay’ah Shahtan, foul
sorcerer, Shahtan of the western horde, and with foul magicks and
an army of half-dead and half-slave warriors, he came to claim the
Concentrics for his own. And the Emperor, quaking in the Forbidden
Centre, listened to his spies and to his seers and to his sages,
sorcerers and wizards, who, each and every one of them, declared
the city of rings could not stand against so great a force.

“Then spoke
Ullmahk, great thinker of the first ring, and announced his plan,
to destroy by magicks and sorcery the Sixth Concentric, that it
might consume the dark enemy, gathering and growing in the
west.”

Tawn paused,
and refilled their beakers with the weak wine. His mouth was dry.
He poured the black sand back into the old sock, tied it, and then
brushed his hands, grey eyes icy and filled with time.

“And so it was
done,” Benmelo prompted.

“Aye. So it was
done. All the mystics gathered in the Sixth, and built in all the
tall towers and castles of that vast outer Concentric, powerful
devices, and when Bay’ah Shahtan and his army advanced, by mystic
means those devices were loosed as one. To this day, nothing good
grows in the Sixth, and nothing good dwells there. A foul and
corrupt land, filled with death. You’ve seen it now.

“In pure spite,
so I once read, Bay’ah Shahtan blasted Lake Ethervale, and left it
nought but black sand, and with the handful of survivors from his
once vast horde, took himself off into the mountains, never to be
seen or heard from again.”

“It’s all myths
though, isn’t it?”

Tawn shrugged,
still lost in the mists of far ancient days.

“Did you see
the ocean in the east when you went to the hub? Is it true there is
no fourth ring there?”

“I did, and
it’s true. After the blight, part of the sixth and its inner fell
into the eastern ocean, and since then, the sea has eaten away at
the land, and from time to time the ground shakes more of the
cliffs into the sea, as if the very earth were punishing the lands
for the blight wrought upon it.

“They say that
if you stand on the cliffs of the third ring outer, eastern arc,
you can look down, and see the remains of buildings in the water,
and when the tide recedes after a storm, mosaics washed clean of
sand and seaweed are revealed. I saw shapes in the water which
might once have been walls, but not buildings. Not that I could
swear to, anyway.”

Benmelo sipped
at his wine. This day had been something of a revelation. All the
way back from the black sands, he’d imagined his homecoming. He
hadn’t expected anything like this, not from his taciturn
teacher.

“It’s August
the third, isn’t it?” he asked suddenly, wanting to commit the
auspicious date to memory, and uncertain about the string calendar
he’d made to keep track of the days since he left.

“Yes.”

“Thank
you.”

“Where will you
go, Benmelo? Now that you bear the green and the title with
it?”

“Go?
Where?”

“That was the
question, yes.”

The young man
blinked, and his mind went blank. “I’ve only just got back... why
would I want to leave?”

“Tradition. Or
haven’t you paid attention since I took you on all those years
ago?”


“Tradition?”

“There is only
one Master Hunter of Breeyanshar, Benmelo. And he sits opposite
you, wondering where you will go.”

“But… I don’t
have to go now though, surely! I’ve only just got back!”

“Tomorrow I
must take the ‘prentice Micho out to watch the wolves. It is a
promise I cannot break. You know I cannot.”

Benmelo knew.
One thing, one rock solid thing in all the world to be relied upon
always, was that when Master Tawn gave his word, he kept it.
Your word is precious, ‘prentice Benmelo, he’d say, it is
the only thing you truly possess which cannot be taken from you,
and so is more precious than your life itself. Do not give it
easily. Do not break it.

“I was planning
to go to Martha’s Tavern tomorrow…”

“To show your
friends the green.”

“Yes.”

“Well. You have
new clothes, and new boots. There is a new pack within the cabin,
too, but your bed is now occupied by the new ‘prentice. It is early
yet, you can still tell me how you came to lose your shortbow, and
all the astonishing miracles which occurred to bring you back to
your beginning, here. Then tomorrow, when I take the ‘prentice into
the hills, you must leave, and find your own domain. I am too old
now to leave this place and start again elsewhere, and besides, I
have a new ‘prentice.”

“May I ask you
a question?”

“Of
course.”

“How long did
you wait before replacing me? I mean, was my bed still warm when
you picked Micho from the boys in the village? You might’ve waited.
How did you know I’d even survive the sixth, never mind doing it
twice, for bark’s sake?”

Tawn smiled,
though his eyes still retained a certain sadness. “Still as slow as
a striking slug, Master Benmelo. Do you know how long it takes to
have such a knife made, and sent from the guildhall in the hub? Do
you think such cutlery is left lying around with your name graven
upon it just in case some other Benmelo might come along to earn
it?”

Benmelo
shrugged, and blinked, and felt a new pride in himself and in his
old teacher, knowing that Tawn had known he’d return from
the sixth. And of course he wouldn’t have waited forever, wondering
at Benmelo’s fate, before taking on a new apprentice. He shrugged
again.

“It’s been a
long and eventful four months and I haven’t had wine for longer
than I can remember. Not my fault if I lag a little.”

Tawn stunned
him again by picking up the jug of wine, hugging it with
exaggerated fierceness, and then adding a quiet
Woourrr-wuh?

Benmelo
laughed. “Shut up, I’m not a barkin’ Brodgoon!”

Tawn replaced
the jug on the table, and his smile faded quickly.

“The land is
big, Ben, and you’ve seen too little of it. A little more than two
hundred miles, from hub to the sixth, western arc. And beyond the
sixth there’s a lot more, too; I once heard it said in the hub that
all the rings are on a vast island, seven hundred miles north to
south, five hundred east to west. Some who’ve earned the green
cross the sixth a third time, and never come back. The mountains in
the north start at the very edge of the fifth ring outer, and so
there’s no blight there up in the peaks, no sixth until well around
the northeast arc. I won’t tell you which path to take, but my
advice to you will always be, don’t go in beyond the third. Their
ways are too different. You would not be comfortable there, and
they would not be comfortable with your presence in their midst,
either.”

Benmelo nodded,
and felt a lump growing in the back of his throat. It was over. It
was all done. In the morning, in accordance with tradition, he
would leave, to find his own domain, there to learn everything
there was to learn about his new home, and eventually, when he was
older and much wiser, to take an apprentice of his own. Where had
it gone? Eighteen years of his life, suddenly vanished, and here he
was, sitting at Tawn’s table, sitting on the brink of a new
life.

Tawn was
watching him closely. Tawn always watched him closely.

“Did you think
you could remain ‘prentice forever?”

“No,” he
coughed and cleared his throat. “No I just… No.”

“So then,
Master Benmelo,” Tawn smiled sadly and swung his legs over the
bench so he could rest his right arm on the table and gaze out
across the pond, to watch the animals drinking there. “Tell me how
you lost your bow, and almost everything else with it.”

Benmelo nodded,
and turned to face the pond too, his left arm on the table and the
beaker of wine in his right hand, and began to relate his
adventures, which had begun in April that year.
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3. Over the
Brink

 


They had talked
almost until dawn. Or rather Benmelo had talked while Tawn had sat
listening intently, nodding approval here and there, looking
surprised often, and throughout it all, there was an air of sadness
at the table in spite of the excitement of Benmelo’s revelations.
Crossing the sixth was no easy task, and every peril remained
ingrained on the young man’s memory. Tawn had been particularly
attentive to his former apprentice’s description of surviving the
Six-tick bite, and Benmelo had no doubt that this more than
anything else had impressed his former teacher.

But though the
journey had begun in April and ended in August, the young man was
astonished at how little time it took to relate his adventures. The
only really exciting parts of course took place in the blight, and
what was there to say about calling a horse and crossing the plains
of the fourth ring outer and tromping through the fifth and its
wilderness? Not much, particularly since the apprentice had obeyed
his teacher’s instructions to avoid all people on the way out, and
again on the way back.

And so that
last hour or two had been spent sitting in silence, enjoying the
stars and how they reflected from the pool, listening to the
night-sounds of the woodland together as they so often had in the
past. This time, though, was the last time, and both of them knew
it.

“It’s time for
me to prepare for the wolves, Ben. I’ll fetch your pack.”

Benmelo nodded,
and stood, and stretched. He still couldn’t believe it. His hand
rested on the hilt of his new knife, cold and chill to the touch,
like the mist clinging to the grasses at his feet. He couldn’t
believe that in moments, he would turn, and walk north out of the
woods of Breeyanshar, possibly never again to return. Eighteen
years. Where had they gone? His mind wheeled, and he blinked, and
felt a strange, unsettling panic start to bloom in his stomach.

But then Tawn
was there, holding forth the new backpack.

“There’s food,
and a change of clothes. Some bits and bobs which might be useful,
needle and thread, that kind of thing. I don’t want it said that
Tawn of Breeyanshar sends his new hunters out with nought but the
boots they stand up in.”

“Thank you,” he
managed, blinking rapidly, taking the pack and noting the new
blanket and poncho tied beneath it. It was heavier than he expected
when he settled it in place. “Master Tawn…”

“Just Tawn,
Ben. Unless you wish to part from me so formally.”

Benmelo shook
his head. “I don’t want to part at all. But I do want to go... it
makes no sense. What will I do? Where shall I go?”

Tawn nodded,
knowing only too well the rush of conflicting emotions he saw
washing over the young face standing before him.

“What will you
do? You’ll be a Master Hunter. Where shall you go? To find your own
domain. That is the way it has always been, since Hurna’s day.”

Benmelo
sniffed, and nodded.

“Your eyes will
be dry by the time you reach the tree line, Ben. Trust me. And with
a spring in your step, you’ll stride into Martha’s Tavern, take one
last pint of ale with your friends, and bid them farewell, too. All
this,” he waved a hand, “You’ll remember all this when you need to,
and you’ll remember me, whenever you draw the Blade, which I hope
is not often. The sight of the Sahk and the green should always be
enough, and I hope you have no need of such a weapon beyond
announcing your lineage.”

“May I ask a
question… before I go?”

“The question
you have never asked in fourteen years apprenticed to me?”

Benmelo
swallowed hard, trying to shift the lump in his throat while he
nodded again.

“Ask it, Ben.
You know I will answer.”

“It was you who
found me, wasn’t it? Kertis told me it was you who found me, to the
north, in the fourth ring inner?”

“Yes, it was
me. Was that your question?”

“No… I
wondered… I just wondered if you’d looked around, found any sign,
any traces?”

But Tawn shook
his head, his eyes even sadder than before. “You were cold, and
wet, and close to death, wrapped in a soft but soaking blanket. I
warmed you, and carried you to the village, and placed you in their
care.”

“Is that why
you chose me, as apprentice? Because you found me?”

“No. I chose
you because you asked, and you did so long before you knew you were
a foundling baby.”

“You never went
back? To look for signs of my mother?”

“I went back. I
looked. I found nothing, Ben. If I had found something, I would
have told you.”

“I had to ask.
I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?
Why?”

“You have been
a father to me since I was four years old. I don’t want you to
think that I yearn to seek out my bloodline or anything. I don’t
want you to think I’m ungrateful. I just… if anyone could have
tracked them, it would be you. I couldn’t leave without
asking.”

“I understand,
Ben,” Tawn whispered, his eyes filled with profound sorrow. “Now
go, before Micho comes out, and finds us both weeping like old
women. Go seek your domain, bear the green with pride, and know
that I have ever been proud of you, and never more so than now, now
that your name rests upon mine, there on Hurna’s Blade. Go, and
good hunting, Benmelo, once of Breeyanshar.”

And they
embraced, and clung to one another, the young man to the old. The
time had come, and they both knew it. Age might cling to foolish
youth, foolish youths might yearn for maturity and wisdom, and for
all the good it might do, a drowning man might clutch at straws.
But cling to youth, and the joys of age and wisdom are never known,
and yearn for maturity and wisdom, and the simple pleasures of
childhood and youth are lost forever. Hurna once said, behold
the moment, for the moment is your life; all else is history and
gone, or future yet to be, and both of those are dreams.

They were
master hunters, both of them, and both knew well Hurna’s secrets.
And so they parted, each gripping the other’s shoulders, and with a
final nod and trembling sighs which spoke such volumes that all the
world might be deafened by them, they turned, the one towards the
north and the path out of the woodlands, and the other towards the
cabin, to rouse a sleeping apprentice.

 


Sniffing, and
wiping his nose on his sleeve, Benmelo stepped out. The path north
was narrow and meandering, and one he knew well enough in spite of
tear-blurred vision. But soon, eyes and nose wiped, he was the
hunter again, moving silently, observing all around him. It helped
to keep the sorrow at bay.

I should be
happy, he thought, moving through the iron-grey gloom preceding
sunrise. Isn’t this exactly what I wanted all these
years?

It was.

His left hand
found the empty space at his left hip where his shortbow used to
be. The plain and unadorned archer’s thumb ring he’d made himself
from cow-horn and which he used to draw the string of the bow was
hanging on a thong around his neck with his firestone. No bow, no
quiver, no arrows. He’d need to speak to Master Timakin, and plead
for replacements. A sudden, horrible thought sent a shiver down
Benmelo’s spine: would Timakin give him the bow and accoutrements,
now he wore the Blade? He was off to seek his own domain, would the
master of woodcrafts hand over bow and arrows to one who was
leaving Breeyanshar? Or would Benmelo be expected to plead for the
tools from a bow-maker in his new domain?

He leapt a
small stream cutting across the path, and stuck to the meandering
route, suddenly none too keen to rush from the woods and down the
slope to the River Breeyan, and thence to cross it, into the
village proper. He even toyed with the idea of going to back to
find Tawn, to ask his former master whether the entitlement to
craft tools without payment still applied now that the
apprenticeship had ended. But that, he knew, was simply fear of the
unknown, and prevarication.

He stopped, and
sniffed the air, and took a deep breath. Everything in its place,
every sight, sound, and scent. Everything except Benmelo himself.
He had no place here, not now. Some traditions no-one would dare to
break with, and Hurna’s wisdom was not to be refuted; too many
hunters in one place, and soon the prey would diminish to
unsustainable levels. No, each hunter must seek out his own domain;
even two was too many.

Benmelo
realised with a start that Tawn had been quite correct, yet again;
his eyes were dry, sorrow forgotten in the pondering of matters
which were really rather important. A master hunter without a bow?
Useful as a master butcher without a knife. No, this path led to
the future, the moment was now, and the rest was history. Beer with
Kertis would have to wait until after visiting Timakin, and
pleading the green, for the tools of Benmelo’s trade, craft, and
lore.

Birds began
their raucous salute to the new day, and in spite of all his former
sorrow and melancholia, Benmelo couldn’t help smiling. Some people,
he knew, hated the dawn chorus with a passion, for it meant sunrise
and the need to wake and get out of bed for a new day’s travails.
But he’d lived most of his life in the woods, and to him, the
cacophony of chirps, peeps, whistles, coos, caws, trills and
melodies was a celebration, a great feathered huzzah for a new day,
a new life, and another dark night survived and passed into
history. He grinned, and with the realisation that this was his
first full day as Benmelo, Master Hunter, once of Breeyanshar, he
broke into an easy, loping run.

 


He crossed the
River Breeyan using the narrow, ancient, and somewhat rickety
Thom’s Bridge, named for the fellow who’d built it so long ago that
now nothing else but his name remained; that parlous footbridge was
the only thing of the man and his life still remembered. Over the
years, many had said we really must repair Thom’s Bridge,
but no-one ever had. It would mean some other name becoming
attached to the narrow structure, and that would be like usurping a
crown, an offence against the old master’s skills. Better the
bridge fell and was washed away and a new one built, than to offend
the memory of the master by suggesting his workmanship needed
patching up, even now, more than a hundred years after the fellow’s
passing. Besides, there was a much broader, modern bridge which
could take wagons on it as well as boots, and only a mile further
upriver.

Benmelo saw a
few folk out and about in the fields on his way into the village,
and gave a friendly wave, but they didn’t see him. Timakin’s
workshop was still shut when he got there, and so he sat on a low
bench outside, waiting, and listening to the village waking up
around him, idly toying with his walking-pole and eyeing the tooth
marks left by bloodbats with a grimace and a shudder.

Everything was
here in Breeyanshar that needed to be; butcher, baker, blacksmith,
tinsmith, wheelwright, cooper, brewer, stitch-cloth, weaver…
everyone had a trade or craft, and the children, of course, once
old enough, were apprentices, as well as attendees in the
schoolroom nailed on to the side of Quillin’s Barn. Even Benmelo
had been packed off to that musty one-roomed schoolhouse once a
week, there to endure the chalky torture of learning to read and to
write, and the basic necessities of arithmetic.

But, as an
apprentice hunter, it was understood that the Concentrics would be
far better served by Benmelo’s learning of his craft and lore in
the woods and wilds, than in Granny Meriwether’s classroom. He was
not expected to become a brilliant mathematician, astrologer,
apothecary, or philosopher, after all.

Not that
Benmelo was stupid, by any means. The lessons he learned from Tawn
were of tremendous use in life, and he’d learned much else beside
the craft and lore of his apprenticeship by applying his
observational skills everywhere he went. He learned a great deal
about the people of Breeyanshar, and how all of the disparate
individuals came together to form the happy, thriving, bustling and
healthy community that they were. Benmelo might not be altogether
the sharpest tool in Breeyanshar’s sizeable box, but he’d been
valued, and now the Concentrics, and the place wherein he finally
settled, would find him a truly useful addition to theirs.

The smell of
bacon cooking and the thought of it sizzling in pans all over the
village had Benmelo’s mouth watering, and he was on the verge of
slipping off his new rucksack to see what food Tawn had packed for
him when a short, bald, and rather dour-looking fellow rounded the
corner of the workshop, and suddenly started, blinking in shock at
finding a customer waiting on the bench so early in the day.

“Morning,
Master Timakin,” Benmelo smiled and stood, and with his right hand
resting lightly on his new knife, gave a polite, and very slight,
bow.

The smaller man
noted the green of the hilt and pommel, and the Sahk glowing in it,
and sniffed.

“Mornin’ it be,
Master Benmelo. Yer back then, I see.”

“I am…”

The older man’s
eyes suddenly narrowed, hand on the great sliding bolt of his
workshop doors. “Where’s the bow I made you?”

“Lost, Master
Timakin.”

The doors were
swung open, not a squeak from the hinges and not a creak from panel
or post. Timakin used his boot to drop the bottom bolts which held
those doors open. From within, a hot and uncomfortable cloud of air
rushed out over them, smelling of varnish, and sawdust, and pine,
and all manner of sweet woody scents.

“Lost?
How?”

“Taken, rather
than lost,” Benmelo announced, following the craftsman into the
dark interior.

“Stolen?”
Timakin gasped, and paused in his pulling of a rope which opened
great sliding shutters in the roof, admitting the bright morning
and further ventilating the place.

“Taken, in the
sixth,” Benmelo declared, rather sheepishly.

“The sixth.
Tawn really did have you cross that blasted blight for your
master-work, then?”

“Aye.”

“Mad as march
hares, the pair of you,” the dour man opined, and then rather
unexpectedly, stepped forward, and held out his hand. “My
compliments, Master Benmelo.”

“Thank you,
Master Timakin. And my apologies for losing the bow which served me
so well, and for so long. Its loss was, of course, no fault of its
maker.”

“Taken in the
sixth, you said. May I know by what, or does the question offend
your lore?”

“Taken by giant
snakeweed.”

“Giant snake…
Well there’s nothing a fellow can do should one of them take
hold of something near and dear! You’ve come to plead, I
presume?”

“Aye, I have,
though now I plead the green for myself, good Master Timakin, and
not on behalf of Master Tawn as his apprentice. And I should tell
you in all good faith, I am to leave Breeyanshar.”

“Aye, knew that
the moment I saw the colour o’ your blade. You are well-known to
me, Master Benmelo, and your plea is accepted in accordance with
guild law and guild lore. I have two bows ready made which you may
choose from, and though ‘prentices have contributed greatly to both
I have marked them master-made. Since you are leaving, though, I am
bound to offer no more than a dozen arrers, fletched by me but the
shafts ‘prentice-made.”

“Thank you,
Master Timakin.”

The master
woodcrafter donned a brown and well-worn apron, and stepped behind
a long workbench strewn with sawdust and off-cuts, and a
complicated-looking wooden structure on it held tightly in clamps,
smelling of strong glue. Benmelo didn’t know what it was, and nor
did he much care. His interest was in the tall cupboard Timakin
opened, revealing all manner of finished works, long-handled tools
mostly, and not the least of which were two laminated shortbows
hanging ready-strung.

The maker took
both down, and passed them to Benmelo, who carried them both away
to a clean bench, setting one down, and examining the other. Short,
with powerful double curved limbs, braced with sinew. Should the
string be broken or removed, the bow would assume an approximate
letter C, until bent once more and restrung.

“Both drew
one-twenty dead on the tiller,” Timakin declared, and placed a
thin, plain leather quiver on the bench, containing a dozen
arrows.

Benmelo tested
the tension on the string, and then put the bow down, picking up
the other. Barring giant snakeweed or some other catastrophe, the
bow ought to last him a lifetime, and so he needed to be sure to
choose the one he felt most comfortable with. He might plead for
the tools of his trade under guild law, but anyone else would need
to buy such a bow, and they took a lot of a master’s precious time
to make. Not lightly were they given away.

“I’ll open the
back door, Master Benmelo. You can shoot them both at the bag of
hay hanging out there, if it’s still there. It’s seldom used, after
all. Bunch of old arrers there you can use rather than spoiling the
new. Some need fresh fletching, haven’t got ‘round to it yet.”

“Thank
you.”

And so, Benmelo
took his time shooting both bows, peppering a sack full of mouldy
hay hanging from a gibbet fifty yards from the workshop’s back
door. Finally, when he was satisfied with his choice, Benmelo
examined the new arrows, apprentices arriving for their day’s work
as he did so.

“I mean no
offence to the ‘prentices who made these, Master Timakin, but since
my craft depends on yours when it comes to bow and arrow, I hope
you’ll forgive me for my studying them.”

“No offence
taken, master hunter. If you can wait for a kettle to boil,
there’ll be hot breakfast tea?”

“Thank you, but
I mustn’t tarry long. If I do, it’ll only make it harder to leave,
as I must.”

“Then I’ll get
to my work, and leave you to yours, with the hope that my craft
will allow yours to serve all well.”

“Thank you,
Master Timakin, ever has your craft served well the good masters of
Breeyanshar, and I’ve no doubt it’ll serve me faithfully and true.
Farewell.”

“Aye, fare thee
well, and good hunting.”

Benmelo left,
the new bow hanging comfortably at his left hip, the new quiver and
its dozen arrows tied for now to his pack, behind his right
shoulder.

That, he
thought to himself, went really rather well!

And so it
should have, of course, he now being a master of his craft and his
name not just upon the blade he carried, but on the guild-roll
maintained by the Crown’s Clerks in the hub. What he’d witnessed
Tawn do, he now had the right to do. And now his nose and his
stomach and his desire to see good friends were leading him to
Martha’s Tavern, at the very heart of the village. It would be open
for breakfast, for all those folk who had no-one to cook for them,
or no inclination so to do for themselves.
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4.
Unbelievable

 


“Why-eye! Ben’s
back!” Kertis called over half a mouthful of egg and bacon.

“Good morning
all here,” Benmelo offered the formulaic greeting.

“And he’s got
the green pig-sticker!”

A chorus of
greetings and compliments filled the tavern, familiar patrons all
saluting Benmelo’s achievement. In truth, the young man had always
felt that the villagers still regarded him as something of an
outsider, or perhaps a visitor, given his unknown origins, and
there were very few he counted as actual friends; and Kertis was
the best of those few. The sudden outpouring of respect from so
many folk who’d usually only managed a polite nod on a Saturday
night in the crowded pub was really rather remarkable.

Kertis was
grinning like an idiot. “Come and sit down, Master Benmelo!
Ginny! Ginny! Fetch another brekkie for my mate Master
Benmelo, and put it on my tab, there’s a girl!”

“I’m entitled
to my own breakfast now, y’know,”

“Bollocks and
bog off! Sling yer pack and bow, Ben, and tell me all about it! But
you’ll have to be quick, I’m expected at my post on the main road
in half an hour. We’ll have dinner tonight, aye? I’ll ask Treesa to
cook us up something special.”

Benmelo’s face
fell, and Kertis noticed, stuffing his face with another
forkful.

“Wuffup?”

The smiling
kitchen-maid slid the plate of eggs, bacon and fried potato onto
the table in front of the younger man
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