
  
    
      
    
  


  



  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 before dining in one of the halls and availing themselves of the dormitories on the upper floors.


  “Onward next day to the city, which consisted of concentric circles of buildings; the outer circles were formed by the dwellings of those who lived there and all the facilities which served them. Broad cobbled streets and avenues, lined with statues and ornaments, hanging baskets of flowers and open green spaces.


  “Then came the circle of buildings which contained the hostels for students and travellers, inns and taverns, theatres and galleries. Buildings and paving of blue-stone and white-stone, sparkling in the sunshine. Finally, in the middle, the colleges, the buildings themselves curved to match the radius of the circle in which they were built. Blue-stone buildings with white-stone colonnades, cool and airy. And at the very centre of the city, the domed roundtower of Calhaneth, squat, and broad, the great college and library of natural magycks, where wizards and elfwizards studied together, sharing their knowledge and building upon it for the good of all the kindred.”


  Arramin sighed again, and finished his sandwich.


  “How could such a place be destroyed?” Tyrane asked softly, “It seems a wonder.”


  “And so it was,” Arramin agreed. “Yet fire cares not what it consumes once it begins to rage unchecked. Applinius also wrote, with a little disappointment I think, of stone facades and wooden frames within many of the buildings, and of course floors, roofs and joists were all of wood.”


  “It is likely,” Allazar sighed, “That the city being built upon a circular plan, and it being in the forest, such breezes as there were would have swirled like a whirlpool, and once the fire took hold, fanned the flames, whipping spark and ember through those broad streets.”


  “And thence into the forest itself, perhaps,” Arramin agreed. “Yet the event and its aftermath are shrouded in mystery; perhaps the pain of its loss was too great for survivors to wish to commit to posterity records of what happened to the glory of that great centre of learning and hope. It was not long after, our elven cousins closed their borders, and withdrew from the wider world.”


  “Yet such events shape all our lives,” Allazar sighed.


  Gawain glanced at Elayeen, remembering ancient circles of a different kind.


  “Yes, they do.”


  


  oOo


  


  



  3. Boar and Badger


  


  Lunch over, the two wiry guardsmen Rollaf and Terryn were deployed forward of the rest of the group, and given orders to proceed with caution lest any functioning Jurian or indeed Callodonian traps were lying in wait for the unwary. Captain Tyrane was of the opinion that any of the spiteful pit-traps laid by Jurian Foresters would be set close to the edge of the plains to the east, and once deeper into the woodland they should be able to move with greater freedom and less fear of the ground underfoot giving way. Nevertheless, they trod gingerly, leading the horses carefully around the stumps that stood like squat sentries between them and the tree line ahead.


  Gawain was concerned for Elayeen; she was wearing the same brown and green thalangard summer uniform she’d worn on the journey from Ferdan to Raheen, buckskin boots which ended an inch or two below the knee, and a buckskin skirt which ended mid-thigh. While her arms were protected by the long-sleeved brown shirt worn under a green leather tunic, there was still a fair amount of tender skin vulnerable to the brambles, needleweeds, nettles and sawgrass thriving in the light and shade near and beyond the tree line.


  He strode forward, drawing the longsword, and the sound of it swishing from the scabbard on his back sent a ripple of alarm through the group. “I’ll clear the path a little,” he muttered, only for Eldengaze to rasp:


  “Do not block my vision with your light!”


  Gawain froze, and felt a flush of anger and embarrassment rising within him as he stood poised to hack through a three-foot clump of wicked sawgrass sprouting between the two stumps Elayeen had been approaching.


  “My lord,” Jaxon announced, hurrying forward from behind Elayeen’s right shoulder and drawing his ancient Gorian blade, “I’ll be glad to help Kahla, and clear the way for the lady.”


  Gawain gave a curt nod, took a deep breath, and sheathed the longsword. Then he turned and brushed past Elayeen and the Gorians to stand beside Gwyn. “Advance,” he ordered, “I’ll take rearguard.”


  And there he stood, arms folded, one foot resting on a low stump, while the rest of the group threaded their way towards the trees. While his anger subsided and his breathing slowed, he decided that rearguard probably was the best position for him. With Eldengaze scanning ahead nothing dark could approach from that direction, and with the two excellent woodsmen Rollaf and Terryn serving as scouts, it was unlikely anything else would go unnoticed. At least from the rear Gawain could keep an eye on the horses, the group would feel secure with him there, and his light certainly wouldn’t block Eldengaze’s vision of their surroundings. For that, he thought grimly, his teeth would doubtless thank him; they’d been set on edge by her rasping voice often enough in the last two days.


  


  Progress was slower than any one of them might have hoped, until eventually the tangles and knots of stinging, cutting, scratching, pricking and stabbing vegetation at last thinned, the canopy high overhead thickening and increasing the shade on the forest floor. There were no traps, at least none that were detected or sprung, and slowly Tyrane’s prophecy of all having less fear of the ground giving way underfoot came to pass. Then, when even the ferns thinned to give way to mosses, fungi, and leaf litter, the pace quickened even more.


  There was no advantage to riding though, except for teaching Kahla and Jaxon how to guide their horses rather than simply sit as passengers, and Gawain was surprised when he caught a glimpse of Elayeen and the two Gorians mounted up ahead, for it seemed Elayeen was doing just that. Tyrane confirmed it when Gawain nipped forward to ask, before dropping back to rearguard again.


  “It also gives your lady a better view ahead, my lord, or so she told me,” the captain had said, and who was Gawain to gainsay the Sight?


  Though it was gloomy, their eyes adjusted and they became comfortable moving at a fast walk on ground that gave a little underfoot, like a firm sponge. The trees were spaced according to the spread of their boughs and branches overhead, leaving plenty of room for the group to pass, though they snaked their way slightly west of north, weaving around the trees with Rollaf and Terryn criss-crossing before them. The two scouts were being cautious, remaining in sight of everyone and by zigzagging as they were, avoiding the mistake of venturing too far one way or the other and losing touch with themselves and the rest of the party.


  Occasionally there was a pause, usually for a call of nature or for Arramin to consult his compass, though he insisted on the archaic term ‘north-needle’ whenever he spoke of it; Gawain thought the wizard had spent so long entombed in libraries that language as well as time had passed him by. But about five hours after lunch, the group came to rest to eat. Packages rustled, sandwiches, meats and cheeses appeared, and Gawain stood to the rear by Gwyn and the packhorses, slightly aloof, for he’d eaten frak on the move and wasn’t hungry.


  He managed to catch Rollaf’s eye, and waved the two scouts to him.


  “Milord?” Rollaf asked quietly when they’d made their way over, self-consciously holding their unwrapped sandwiches.


  “Carry on eating,” Gawain replied softly, “I just wanted to compliment you both on your work this afternoon. It’s good to have men who know what they’re doing on a journey which holds a complete mystery at its other end.”


  The men smiled, and taking Gawain at his word, began munching happily.


  “I’ve not seen much by way of spoor, have you?”


  “Mmff,” Rollaf managed, shaking his head and swallowing. “Couple of deer, early on. Fox, early on. No boar though, which is odd.”


  “Aye,” Terryn agreed, “No boar. Odd.”


  “Plenty to the west and south of Jarn, though,” Rollaf added.


  “Aye. Plenty,” Terryn agreed enthusiastically, and took another bite of his sandwich.


  “Game birds a-plenty early on too, milord. Pheasant, partridge, quail, chookdove.”


  “Aye, plenty.”


  Gawain smiled. “I’d expect a poacher to notice the game birds. I expect the foxes noticed them too.”


  Rollaf grinned.


  “No wolf though,” Gawain frowned.


  “Aye, milord. None that I’ve seen. Odd.”


  “Aye. Odd,” Terryn agreed.


  Gawain nodded. The two men, Terryn in particular, might not be much for conversation, but Tyrane’s sergeant had been no fool. They were better than just ‘good woodsmen’.


  “Let me know if you find any spoor, wolf, boar or badger. I’ll try to keep one of you in sight, but that won’t be easy from back here, so pass the message via Captain Tyrane if needs be. The trouble with rearguard, the ground’s pretty much chewed up by the horses and everyone else by the time I get to see it.”


  “Aye, milord.”


  “Aye.”


  “You expecting trouble, milord?”


  “I was expecting wolf, boar and badger, and much else besides. The absence of something that should be here is usually a sign of something being here that shouldn’t.”


  “Aye.”


  Gawain glanced over Rollaf’s shoulder at the approach of Captain Tyrane.


  “Trouble, my lord?” Tyrane asked softly. The high canopy and gloom of the forest seemed to demand a reverent hush.


  “No, though there might be. We were discussing the lack of spoor from all the larger animals we’d expect to find in a forest such as this. It could be that the absence of tracks might be meaningful.”


  “I see. The wizard Allazar was complaining earlier at the apparent absence of rabbits. Might that be significant too?”


  Gawain smiled, and Rollaf and Terryn, still munching the remains of their dinner, shared a knowing look. “Tell him to learn what rabbits eat, and when he’s done doing that, to look around and see what rabbit food there is, this deep in the woods.”


  “Ah. Very good my lord, but begging your pardon, I think I’ll leave that pleasure to yourself when we stop for the night. Your lady had us all worried a couple of times once we’d entered the forest, I don’t know if you saw from your position here at the rear?”


  “No. Too many horses and trees in the way. What happened, did she say anything?”


  “She gazed high to the northeast and paused a moment or two, then carried on. About an hour later she paused and gazed likewise to the northwest.”


  “The same as before, at lunchtime?”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “Hmm. But she said nothing?”


  “Nothing, my lord. And none of us asked.”


  “I understand. Well, if there were something to worry about I’m sure she’d tell us.”


  Tyrane was about to agree when a loud click of someone’s tongue drew their attention to the north, where Allazar was waving urgently. The four men exchanged worried glances and then as one hurried forward to join the two wizards standing slightly away from Elayeen and the Gorians.


  “Longsword, you lady has seen something.”


  “What?”


  “Something dark,” Eldengaze rasped. “Moving away. It is now beyond my sight.”


  “Dwarfspit. Something big? Another Kraal-beast?”


  “I do not know.”


  “Which direction was it moving in?”


  Elayeen simply pointed, west of north, away from them, and a good deal further to the west than their own path guided by Arramin’s compass.


  “How big was it?”


  “I do not know.”


  “I don’t think your lady can tell us any more than she already has, Longsword. The wizard Arramin and I have already asked these questions.”


  “Do we at least have an idea how far away it was?”


  Allazar shook his head, leaning on his staff. “It’s a miracle she can see anything at all, given the light of life in this forest.”


  “That’s just the point we were discussing earlier. There doesn’t seem to be much life in this forest, at least not as much as we’d expect on the ground. And she saw that Kraal clearly enough.”


  “Yet the Kraal was also in company with a dark wizard and his Jardember, and the beast was bound by aquamire chains and collar. It was also immense. Whatever it is moving away from us may be something considerably smaller, like the Grimmand, for example.”


  Gawain wasn’t convinced. “How far, Eldengaze?”


  “I do not know. Perhaps a mile. I cannot say.”


  “We’ve made good time, my lord,” Arramin suddenly announced, his nasal voice low, “According to my calculations, we are some twenty miles from the point at which we crossed the tree line. If I am correct, I believe we’ll cut across the ancient south road tomorrow, near noon if we maintain our current rate of progress. We are, however, only five miles or thereabouts from the plains of Juria to the east, should you wish abandon Calhaneth.”


  Gawain nodded, and stared off to the northwest, chewing his lip.


  “Longsword, we have your lady, two wizards, your sword and good men.”


  “I know, Allazar. And Brock’s message said it was urgent we reach Shiyanath.”


  “Yes.”


  Gawain folded his arms and looked at the faces gazing back at him. It was startling how much resolve and confidence he saw in them. “A mile isn’t very far.”


  “Far enough for you to hunt down that Kraal and destroy it, my lord,” Tyrane quietly. “And everybody here saw you do it.”


  Again, Gawain noted the confidence and resolve all about him, except of course from Elayeen, her back to him, her gaze fixed to the northwest watching for whatever darkness it was she had seen.


  “Very well. Finish eating, and we’ll continue to advance. Eldengaze, call a halt the moment you see something. As long as this thing keeps moving away from us, we’ll keep moving forward, but we need to do so quietly. A mile isn’t very far for sound to carry, even in a forest. Scouts, as before. Wizards, keep your sticks to hand and stay close to my lady’s back. Tyrane, you’re with me at the rear, you take the left flank, I’ll have the right, we need to keep the horses tighter together now we know there’s something out there. Jaxon, Kahla, on foot now with my lady if you please, if we’re attacked and the horses shy away you’re not skilled enough to control them.”


  Nods, from all save Elayeen.


  “Scouts, I’d still like to know, wolf, boar and badger.”


  “Aye, milord.”


  Allazar’s eyebrows shot up. “Wolf, boar and badger?”


  “Yes, wizard,” Gawain replied, “We haven’t seen sign of anything bigger than birds for some time now.”


  “Ah.”


  


  It was surprising how quickly appetites faded and how soon they continued their advance after that. Gwyn led the horses, and with Tyrane and Gawain flanking the small herd of mounts and pack animals, they kept together well. Gwyn of course sensed Gawain’s tension, and perhaps she found a way to transmit that heightened sense of caution to her kind. In any event, in the gloom of the forest and with their riders walking ahead of them, the horses seemed glad to remain close to each other.


  From time to time Gawain caught a glimpse of either Rollaf or Terryn, depending on their criss-cross scouting pattern, and on the occasions where they also caught sight of him too, he received a brief negative hand-signal. No spoor had been discovered yet. Now that he himself was moving much more to flank of the group, the soft forest floor before him was for the most part undisturbed, except for the tracks left by the scouts and occasional signs of smaller creatures like shrews, mice, and voles. And the more occasional pellets of hawk and owl.


  And on they walked, briskly but cautiously, and as quietly as nine people and twelve horses could move through a forest. Gawain’s neck began to chafe with the constant swivelling of his head, and he adjusted the longsword on his back to relieve the pressure of its weight. He was determined to maintain his own watch, and not allow himself to succumb to the simpler luxury of relying on Eldengaze. For all he knew, Elayeen could see perfectly well even if the forest were pitch black to the rest of them, but one thing he did know: She didn’t look back. Not once in all the hours since they’d crossed the tree line had she so much as glanced back at him.


  Perhaps he really did block her ‘vision’ of their surroundings, as she had complained a number of times now. He remembered, casting his mind back to their time at the foot of Raheen, when first the eldengaze had begun to manifest itself through Elayeen’s blindness…


  “Perhaps you were right, G’wain, perhaps my sight is returning. Or perhaps not. There are patterns of light and dark, shapes in the gloom, and people seem bright to a greater or lesser degree. You blaze like the sun, the Captain… well he shimmers more than burns.”


  “He shimmers.”


  “Yes. But you blaze, so don’t complain.”


  “Do I keep you awake at night?”


  “Yes, miheth, but that has nothing to do with your brightness or my eyes.”


  And still they walked, briskly but cautiously, until the gloom increased to the point where it was unsafe to continue, and still Eldengaze reported seeing nothing dark again. Horses were unsaddled, watered at a crystal-clear stream and later fed with oats from the packs, bedrolls were laid out, and the entire camp seemed to be as compressed as propriety allowed. Elayeen, he noted, had obviously instructed Kahla to position her bedding so that her saddle, acting as a pillow, was closer to the centre of the camp. She could then simply tilt her head up or lean up on her elbows and be facing northwest. Gawain also noted that it was on the opposite side of the camp to his own saddle, where he’d simply placed it on the ground to attend to Gwyn.


  You blaze like the sun…


  Gawain sighed. Perhaps he did. He didn’t know. He did know that here in the forest of the Old Kingdom, seeking a ruin that no-one ever travelled to, something dark wizard-made lurked. And that was a far more pressing concern than Elayeen’s choice of ground for her bedroll.


  Sleep, he knew, would be difficult for all of them this night.


  


  oOo


  


  



  4. Gok


  


  Gawain’s was the last watch, and at dawn he made the briefest of remembrances before waking Tyrane and the scouts. By the time everyone else was up and attending to their morning necessities, Gwyn was already saddled and Gawain was helping Terryn and Rollaf with the packhorses. Everyone except Arramin, who had slept throughout the night, seemed wearier than they’d been before lying down to rest the night before; particularly Kahla and Jaxon, muscles aching and stiff from their short but entirely unaccustomed stints on horseback. Still, when Elayeen returned to the group with Kahla, there was a crumb of comfort to be had from her rasping assertion that ‘nothing dark’ was within range of her sight.


  It was chilly in the forest, and damp, and with the sun so low to the east the gloom was deep, and made their cautious progress through the woodland all the more eerie. From time to time Arramin consulted his north-needle, and made slight corrections to their course according to the memory of a map read in an ancient book in some musty lowland library. Gawain shuddered, though whether at the chill of the forest or the fact that he was obliged to place his trust in an old wizard’s memory he couldn’t say.


  With the passing of hours and miles though, the sun rising a little higher with each quiet step they took, it became a little warmer, until, a little after noon, it became humid, and lighter. Gawain glanced up at the shards of sunlight glistening through the canopy, and thought the canopy a little thinner than it had been earlier in the day. A sudden clicking of tongues brought the group to a halt, and Gawain left his position on the right rear flank and moved swiftly forward.


  “Behold the ancient southern road,” Arramin announced softly, beaming happily, pointing first at the leaf litter under foot, and then swinging his bony arm up, pointing due north give or take a few degrees of his compass needle.


  Of course, no road was to be seen at all. Nature may not move swiftly to reclaim its domain but move it does, and after a thousand years of wind and weather all trace of the road Arramin had described lay buried deep below the leaf litter and humus where they stood. But the kindred races of Man leave their mark too, and the broad path that Elves had made through the forest to guide men to the stone city of Calhaneth was still clearly visible. It was a little lighter here, for here the mighty trees had once been carefully managed, felled or planted with care and knowledge, and evenly spaced to form a natural vaulted avenue which even now remained.


  They paused for a while, the discovery of the road to Calhaneth giving the opportunity of a natural break for lunch before resuming a journey now made easier and somewhat faster, the broad avenue through the ancient trees unobstructed and allowing them to ride once more. And ride they did, with Rollaf and Terryn three hundred yards ahead of the rest of the group led by Elayeen, flanked by Kahla and Jaxon as before. Gawain remained at the rear, behind the packhorses.


  


  When sunset forced them to camp for the night, there was much less tension in weary eyes than there had been at dawn. Elayeen had seen nothing of the darkness of the day before, and the sense of relief at that was almost palpable. Gawain, though, refused to allow them to relax their guard.


  “There’s still been no sign of any of the larger woodland creatures that should be thriving here. Whatever it was my lady saw yesterday may well be responsible for that. Stay alert, and speak softly. Sound will carry a long way down this avenue.”


  “Tomorrow afternoon, my lord,” Arramin announced, “We may expect to find the remains of the baths and boarding halls that marked the outer boundary of Calhaneth. There, scholars and students travelling to the city would rest, and bathe, to be cleansed and refreshed for their arrival at the city outskirts next afternoon.”


  “I doubt such luxury awaits us,” Gawain murmured. “Not after ten centuries.”


  “Indeed, my lord. Yet the condition of the buildings and baths may speak to the condition of what remains of Calhaneth, though naturally the baths and boarding halls would have been untouched by the great conflagration which consumed the city to the north.”


  Tyrane frowned in the soft gloom of moonlight filtering through the canopy overhead, light which seemed to catch Allazar’s Dymendin staff to pool in the middle of their small camp. “I am still astonished, Serre wizard, that no knowledge remains of the fire or what caused it. I know it was a long time ago, but there must have been survivors, and records of events?”


  “Alas, Captain, if such records exist I have not seen them. Perhaps they do, in some corner of the D’ith Hallencloister, but times being what they are, I fear they may as well not exist at all. There have been other catastrophes throughout history, sudden, and in some cases so complete that little if anything remains of the events and the people who succumbed to them, save for such relics as may survive the aftermath. Ruins, shards of pottery, fragments which tell us only that lives were once lived there, and were ended there.”


  Gawain sat on his saddle at the edge of the camp. He knew only too well of one such event and its aftermath.


  “The passage of time erodes memory, ink fades long before pages crumble to dust. Just as wind and water slowly wear mountains down to molehills and rivers cut chasms into rock, so time wears away the traces of all of us. How many thousands travelled this very road upon which we sit, a road now buried beneath the centuries? What did they learn at Calhaneth, and how did the knowledge they gained there change the world and bring about the days of our own lives?


  “It is held that Zaine himself once said: Each life is a book, with a beginning, a middle, and an end. We cannot know how the words of our own life will touch others, but must hope they do so kindly. Better to be a happy footnote in another’s book, than a forgotten name graven on a crumbling pedestal.”


  And with the small group of men and women pondering the words of their own lives, the watch was divided, and they slept their second night in the forest in the middle of what had once been the road to Calhaneth.


  


  It was before noon, on their third day in the forest, when Elayeen stopped suddenly, her gaze fixed to the northwest. Everyone knew what that meant, even before the rasp of Eldengaze confirmed their worst fears.


  “Something dark approaches. Far off.”


  Tyrane recalled Rollaf and Terryn with urgent hand-signals, and Gawain eased forward.


  “It has stopped,” Elayeen tilted her head a little. “Now it moves away to the west.”


  They waited, nerves taught, ears and eyes straining.


  “It has passed beyond my sight.”


  Breaths were let out, shoulders eased, grips on weapons relaxed. They waited in silence for what seemed like an age, before Gawain softly ordered the resumption of their advance along the Calhaneth road.


  Two hours later Rollaf, scouting ahead on his own, held up a cautionary hand, and they slowed to a halt again. Ahead, some five hundred yards away in the gloom, long shapes loomed each side of the road. Elayeen confirmed that ‘nothing dark’ was visible to her there, and so Gawain and the two scouts dismounted, and ran cautiously ahead of the rest to ensure that nothing which wasn’t ‘dark’ was laying in wait there either.


  There was a fresh smell of clean water in the air, which surprised Gawain a little. He’d expected to find the baths long-since filled with forest detritus, or at the very best little more than stagnant slime-filled ponds. But beyond the stone-built boarding halls either side of the avenue, they found a broad expanse of dozens of large and small pools, lined with and surrounded by pale blue-stone, and discovered to their amazement water still flowed, cascading softly through chains of pools connected by shallow channels before disappearing into some clever and unseen subterranean drains.


  The halls were still recognisable too, stone-built roofs and walls punctured by the trees growing through them, and upper floors long since collapsed. But it was the baths which gave Arramin cause for quiet enthusiasm. The water was warm to the touch, the pools and paving between them intact and almost pristine thanks to the constant and gentle flow of water. They were still fully functional, and that held out the hope that the great water road of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan would be too.


  “They are precisely as the books described, my lords!” he gasped, gazing in delight at the dozens of shallow pools. “Of course, the screens which would have separated the ladies’ baths from the men’s are long gone, but, save for the dilapidation of the halls, the baths are much as they would have appeared all those centuries ago!”


  By the time the waters had cascaded into the lower pools it was quite cool, cool enough to drink, so water skins were replenished, a frugal and hasty lunch taken while the horses were watered and fed, and after some silent contemplation of the ruins around them, they mounted to continue their journey.


  But then Elayeen froze, standing with one foot in the stirrup, facing northwest again.


  “Something dark approaches.”


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed, and in silence, they waited.


  “It continues to approach.”


  Gawain strung an arrow, and Elayeen dismounted, retrieving her bow from Kahla and nocking a longshaft to the string.


  “It continues… now it has stopped.”


  “How far?” Gawain whispered, the woodland noises broken by the sound of Callodon crossbows being cocked and bolted.


  “Half a mile, perhaps more. Bigger than a man, smaller than a horse. More than that I do not see.”


  Gok!


  It was a guttural, explosive sound, far off to the northwest, akin to the call of a pheasant. But no pheasant would live so deep in the gloom of these woodlands and horses’ ears pricked nervously.


  Gok!


  Gawain glanced at Allazar. The wizard’s face was ashen, his eyes wide.


  “What is it, Allazar? What makes that sound?”


  “That is the call of a Kiromok of Sethi.”


  “What manner of creature is it? Can we fight it, or do we run?”


  “When the Sethi had seen how effective their creation the Grimmand had been, they worked to create a successor even more terrifying. This they called the Kiromok. It is a creature of aquamire, like its predecessor, and like the Grimmand, it may be killed by burning, a wizard’s fire, possibly drowning, or, if there are sufficient kindred forces available, hacked to pieces. Its terror lies in the fact that it can adopt the colours and shades of its surroundings so completely, it cannot be seen except as a shimmering in the air when it moves.”


  “I see it. I have it fixed,” Eldengaze asserted.


  “It was used to deny territory to an enemy, or to wreak havoc within a large encampment. Simple arrows and steel will not avail us, Longsword.”


  “Perhaps we can persuade the bastard into one of the pools and hold it under,” Gawain muttered darkly, “Would fire-arrows work?”


  “Not unless the Kiromok were drenched in oil. Or the arrows were tipped with burning Ignisium.”


  “Which we as civilised people do not possess,” Tyrane grimaced.


  Gok!


  “More’s the pity,” Gawain muttered darkly. “These things cannot be seen, in truth?”


  “I see it. I have it fixed.”


  Allazar flicked a glance at Elayeen. “In truth, Longsword. Except as a shimmering when they move, and they move quickly. Their weapons are their stealth, strength, speed and claws, much the same as the Grimmand.”


  “We’ll form up here, with all the pools between us and this Kiromok. If we can’t see it, we can certainly see it splashing through the water.”


  “I see it. I have it fixed.”


  “Yes, Eldengaze, so you’ve told us. But your arrows will be useless except to mark it as a target for Allazar’s white fire. If you miss, the rest of us might not if we can see its traces in the water.”


  They moved, quickly and quietly, leading the horses and keeping them to their rear, the dozens of bathing pools between them and the Kiromok of Sethi.


  Gok!


  “Has it moved?” Gawain whispered.


  “No. It is motionless.”


  “Allazar, wider to the left if you please. Kahla, Jaxon, to the rear.”


  Gok!


  “It is moving towards us once more. Slowly.”


  “How big were these things, Allazar?”


  “Seven feet tall, similar to a man in shape and form. A yard across the shoulders. The head is small, not in proportion to the rest of its form. It hunts by sight, sound and scent. Starved of food, its aquamire becomes unstable, and is liberated, destroying the creature in the process.”


  “Could it explain the lack of larger animals?” Tyrane asked, trying hard and failing to imagine an invisible creature stalking them.


  “It would need to have been here a very long time,” Gawain muttered.


  “It has stopped.”


  There was a long, uneasy silence, marred only by birdsong and the occasional clattering of a twig falling from the canopy.


  “It is moving again. More to the east,” Elayeen shifted her weight a little, her gaze tracking the creature.


  “Must’ve heard us milord,” Rollaf whispered. “Now it’s shifting to find our scent.”


  “Aye,” Gawain agreed, “We and the horses are the biggest things by far moving in this forest.”


  “Breeze is up from the road, it’ll make its way there milord.”


  “Aye,” Gawain agreed again, and shifted his weight too, watching the direction of Elayeen’s gaze carefully as she continued to track the Kiromok. “Ease around to the west a little.”


  Gok!


  “It is on the road. Three hundred yards, perhaps a little more.”


  They stood in line abreast, facing north along the great avenue through the forest, and saw nothing. Elayeen stood slightly to the fore, of course, the better to use the eldengaze unobstructed by the life-lights of the others. Allazar wide to her left, his staff held poised, Arramin to his left, his stick held likewise, its makeshift fabric strap dangling and stirring a little in the gentle breezes. Rollaf was of course quite correct, the breezes swirling through the forest found easy passage north along the avenue.


  Gawain stood back from the wizards and Elayeen, in the large gap between her and Allazar. He had a clear throw across the pools should he need it. To his left, Tyrane, ready to shoot through the gap betwixt the wizards, and to his right, Rollaf and Terryn, silent, crossbows ported across their chests, eyes scanning for movement.


  Gok!


  Gawain frowned. The call seemed much quieter somehow.


  Gok!


  Louder than the first.


  Gok!


  Quieter.


  “Dwarfspit, there are two of them!”


  Gok!


  “It moves again, to the west. Now I see the other. Distant, moving rapidly towards us on the road.”


  “The first has stopped a hundred yards from the road,” Eldengaze rasped with a disconcerting lack of emotion. “The second moves towards us, half a mile perhaps.”


  Gok!


  Gok!


  The calls closer together now.


  “I have not read Morloch’s Pangoricon, Allazar, will this Kiromok creature cast a shadow in the light of Aemon?” Arramin whispered, the end of his stick amplifying the slight tremble in his hands. Gawain couldn’t tell if it was fear or age which gave the stick its motion.


  “There are no recorded instances of a Kiromok of Sethi casting shadow, though their shape has been seen viewed from a low angle against a backdrop of moonlight or starlight,” Allazar recited, then added hastily, “Though it couldn’t hurt to try.”


  “I have them fixed,” Eldengaze rasped.


  “What is the light of Aemon?” Gawain whispered, for everyone else’s benefit as well as his own.


  “It is a pure light, my lord, a cold light once thought to keep creatures of darkness at bay and to banish them to the shadows beyond its range. It is a benign light, unlike Aemon’s Fire, which destroys. I am really rather good at the light of Aemon my lord, having used it to read by so many times.”


  Gok!


  Gok!


  “And are you really rather good with Aemon’s Fire?”


  “Alas.”


  “The second has slowed. It has stopped on the road, perhaps three hundred and fifty yards. The first is a hundred yards to its right.


  Gok! Gok!


  The calls so close together now they were almost simultaneous.


  “The second moves to the east.”


  Gok!


  Gawain’s heart sank. “Dwarfspit.”


  “There is a third on the road. Distant. Perhaps a mile, moving rapidly. The second has stopped, a hundred yards east of the road.”


  Gok! Gok!


  Gok!


  “They’ll probably come straight for us,” Allazar asserted. “They move fast, their greater height means longer legs, their greater physique means more power in a sprint than any of the kindred races can hope to match.”


  “Can you get all three with the staff?”


  “I must.”


  Gok!Gok!


  Gok!


  “Rollaf, Terryn, try to hit the one on our right, your bolts won’t stop it but will mark the target for Allazar.”


  “Milord.”


  “Tyrane, you’ll have the one on the left, my lady’s arrow will help mark it too. I’ll take the one in the middle, at least until Elayeen can stick another one into it and Allazar brings his lightning to bear. Kahla, Jaxon, you’ll have to try to keep the horses together and calm. Not easy I know.”


  “The third approaches the line and is slowing.”


  Gok! Gok! Gok!


  “It has stopped. They are in line abreast at three hundred yards, a hundred yards between each of them.”


  “Stand ready,” Gawain ordered quietly. Three hundred yards, for creatures which could sprint faster than the fastest of men or elves, was not very far.


  Insects buzzed. Birds chirped and fluttered. Water gurgled gently in the pools, and leaves slowly turning in the approach of autumn rustled in the breezes.


  Gwyn snuffled. Horses snorted and shifted their weight, leather creaked.


  Elayeen stood poised, an arrow nocked to string but not yet drawn, the tip of her bow resting on her left boot, broken fingers and their pain ignored by the firmness of a grip ready to take the strain of the draw and the shock of recoil when the arrow was loosed.


  Insects buzzed. Birds chirped and fluttered. Water gurgled gently in the pools, and leaves slowly turning in the approach of autumn rustled in the breezes. And Gawain felt the tension rising.


  Breathing. Waiting. Watching.


  “What are they doing?” Gawain whispered.


  “Nothing,” came the grating reply of Eldengaze.


  A sparrow plummeted like a stone from a bough above and behind them, and fluttered gently to rest on the wet stone path where a thin sheet of water trickled between two pools, and after drinking, puffed up its feathers and began to bathe, splashing and chirping happily. A second joined it, and then a third and a fourth, until a noisy host of dozens were chattering and splashing about the edge of the pool. Minutes ticked by, and then, as if at a signal, and with a great thrupping of wings, the flock launched itself skyward and was lost in the forest.


  Sunlight streamed down through the gap in the canopy left vacant by the absence of trees at and around the pools, and through this, Gawain caught sight of puffy white clouds moving slowly to the north.


  “Allazar?”


  “Longsword?”


  “What are they doing?”


  “I do not know. They are possibly asking themselves the same thing about us.”


  Insects buzzed. Birds chirped and fluttered. Water gurgled gently in the pools, and leaves slowly turning in the approach of autumn rustled in the breezes. Gawain’s heart began to hammer in his ears.


  Gok! Gok! Gok!


  “Brace,” Gawain whispered.


  “The first circles to the west, the second to the east, the third has not moved.”


  “Dwarfspit! They’re moving to outflank us!”


  Sure enough, the arc through which Elayeen had to swivel her head to keep track of the two flanking Kiromok was growing larger.


  “How deep is that centre pool?”


  Terryn sprinted across the baths, skirting around the stone edges and leaping nimbly until he was in the middle of the patchwork of pools. He looked into the centre pool, and then held his hands one above the other a distance of some eighteen inches.


  “Move, quickly, get into that centre pool! Leave the horses!”


  At once, Kahla and Jaxon rushed forward, taking a startled Elayeen by the arms and practically carrying her around the slippery pavements and into the pool, the others close behind except for Gawain.


  “Hai, Gwyn, take the horses south down the road, quickly! Usshti, go, Gwyn!”


  The great Raheen charger bobbed her head and let out a brief and urgent whinny, turning away at once, thundering off between the ruins of the boarding-halls and down the avenue to the south leading the small herd of horses. No sooner had the horses begun their charge, Gawain began his, crashing into the nearest pool and wading through the water towards the knot of people in the centre.


  Gok!


  Gok!


  Gok!


  The spread widening.


  “Shoot the one on the road, Elayeen!” Gawain cried, “Shoot the one on the road!”


  Elayeen, standing almost knee-deep in the pool, her bow held horizontally to keep the string dry, drew and loosed the shot in one fluid motion, and had another longshaft nocked to the string before they thought they heard the thud of the first striking its target.


  Gok!


  “Allazar! Next to my lady! Arramin, to me! Back to back all!”


  “The flankers still move south, to west and east. The one on the road approaches.”


  “Shoot it again!”


  The thrum of Elayeen’s bow answered Gawain’s demands.


  Gok!


  “Another hit!” Tyrane announced, and aimed, and loosed his crossbow.


  Gok!


  “I see the shafts!” Allazar gasped, his voice rich with the sudden excitement of battle, and he waded forward, up and over the wall of the pool to stand alone in the next, his Dymendin staff at the ready.


  “My vision is blocked,” The voice of Eldengaze protested, coldly.


  “Look to the east!” Gawain demanded, and Elayeen did as she was commanded.


  “I have it fixed. It approaches.”


  “Shoot when you can!”


  Gawain grabbed Arramin’s robes at the back of the old wizard’s neck and heaved him forward and over the wall in the next pool, the two of them standing alone side-by-side between the unseen threat advancing from the west and the rest of the group.


  “The light you spoke of, wizard!”


  “My lord!”


  Arramin thrust out the sapling hastily hewn from the side of the Jarn road almost a week ago, water dripping from its ends, and began chanting, almost musically, under his breath. A cone of light, barely visible at first in the sunshine at the centre of the baths, shone forward and brightened, and Gawain saw that it did indeed illuminate the gloom of the forest a little across the clearing. He stood, arrow poised for throwing.


  Gok!


  “Tireandanam!” Allazar screamed, and a now-familiar sizzling and crackling accompanied the surge of white lightning loosed from his staff. From the corner of his right eye, Gawain saw the blast shooting towards the road north.


  Gawain thought he heard the thrum of Elayeen’s bow and the sound of crossbows released behind him before the noise of Allazar’s blast drowned it, and then he saw a distinct shimmering at the edge of the clearing to the west in front of him, and the splash of water where some unseen foot had trod.


  He hurled his arrow and strung another, gaping as his first seemed to stop dead in mid air.


  “Get down!” Allazar screamed, and there was a great splashing behind Gawain’s back and then another sizzling blast of white fire.


  A plume of water surged up from the second pool to the west of them, misty droplets revealing for the span of a heartbeat a terrifying shape, and Gawain hurled his second arrow, and it too came to an abrupt halt some thirty paces away.


  “Ti…Tireandanam!” Arramin cried, and a streamer of lightning, thin and ragged and distinctly elderly-looking lurched from the end of his sapling, the wood and water at the end of the makeshift staff hissing and spitting.


  The streamer struck something.


  Gok!


  For the briefest of moments, the Kiromok was visible to the naked eye, perhaps thirty feet away, perhaps less. Tall, taller than any man Gawain had seen, impossibly broad of shoulder, long and powerful arms ending in three-clawed hands good for nothing except killing. Powerful legs, muscles bulging, skin grey and swimming with aquamire. The head, grotesque, tiny in comparison to the rest of the body, twin aquamire-black eyes, flaring nostrils, and a lipless gash for a mouth.


  It seemed paralysed in the water, long arms stretched out to the sides, its reach tremendous, and where Arramin’s delicate streamer of lightning danced on its flesh, a familiar purple glow began to stain the mottled skin.


  A yard-long arrow slammed into its chest, then crossbow bolts, and then Gawain’s sight of it was robbed by an immense tree of lightning blasting from behind and to Arramin’s right.


  Gawain blinked back the zigzagging colours that stained his vision, and heard a hissing sound, and saw Arramin’s stick floating on the pool of crystal-clear water before him, the end charred black, a thin plume of steam rising from it.


  “Oh dear me,” Arramin exclaimed softly, falling to his knees in the pool and holding his gnarled hands in front of his face, palms an angry red.


  At once, Gawain whipped his arrow cord back into place around his wrist, dropped to his knees and grasping the old wizard’s wrists, plunged the burned hands into the cool waters of the baths of Calhaneth.


  


  oOo


  


  



  5. Something Old, Something New


  


  “How is Arramin now?” Gawain asked Allazar, the two of them standing south of the pools and looking across them towards the northern avenue. Elayeen stood on the far side of the baths, barefoot on the blue-stone paving that bordered the pool nearest the avenue, her back to them, water softly caressing her feet while her boots dried in the sunshine nearby.


  “Kahla has applied that elven unguent of yours to his hands, and lightly bandaged them. A little of the Eeelan t'oth in a cup of water helped him into a deep sleep.”


  “I remember it well. Fire and ice. He’ll probably sleep until morning.”


  “Yes.”


  Gawain glanced over his shoulder at the small camp they’d made outside the ruins of the western boarding-hall. Arramin lay on a hastily-made but comfortable bed of blankets, wrapped in another against the shock of his burns, sleeping peacefully. Jaxon sat nearby watching over the wizard, wearing an expression of honest concern, and the small pack which Gawain had hoped never to use lay on the ground beside the wounded wizard.


  “Are you concerned about the delay, Longsword?”


  “Elve’s Blood, no! The old coot can sleep for a week and we’d still get to Shiyanath quicker than riding up the plains. Assuming he’s right about the canal, and he’s been right about everything so far.”


  Allazar smiled. “He didn’t do too badly for a wizard of the D’ith Sek, did he?”


  “How would you like your head, Allazar, one lump or two?”


  The wizard smiled, though with a hint of sadness at the sight of Eldengaze standing guard.


  “I know,” Gawain sighed, following Allazar’s gaze. “She robs me of breath, standing there like that. But I know what would greet me if I walked over there and told her so. It wasn’t so long ago she’d have been the first to Arramin’s side, tending his wounds. Now she is ice, too.”


  “Even so…”


  “No. I know what you’re going to say. But this is no place for futile gestures and gentle hopes. Eldengaze stands watch, not Elayeen, and she knows where I am should she need me. My concern now is for whatever else is out there.”


  “The Sight is powerful, we were lucky to have had it with us this day.”


  “We were lucky, and there’s an end to it. If Arramin hadn’t stopped that thing in its tracks long enough for you to finish it, we’d have been mincemeat.”


  Allazar nodded, clutching his staff with both hands and leaning on it. “In truth, although his white fire is very weak, it was strong enough to begin the aquamire reaction within that Kiromok. It would’ve been consumed even without my blast.”


  “So would Arramin. He’d have ended up like that laughable twig of his,” Gawain nodded to the charred and sodden sapling-stave, drying in the sun near the elderly wizards boots at the foot of his bed.


  “Perhaps,” Allazar conceded. “But he stood firm.”


  “Yes he did,” Gawain conceded without hesitation, and flicked another glance over his shoulder. “He’d have had no chance against that Kraal, would he?”


  Allazar paused, remembering the immense beast charging on the Jarn road, before answering softly. “A slim chance. He’d have burned his own arms off in the attempt.”


  “Is there nothing better for him to use than that sprig of green silvertree?”


  The wizard looked thoughtful for a few moments and then recited: “A stave of white oak may be hardened with a bleaching wash of Aemon’s Fire, which will also preserve the wood against decay and attack by insects.”


  “White oak?”


  “A staff such as those I’ve described were in common use in elder days, Longsword, or so it would seem.”


  Gawain looked around for the two scouts, and saw them to the east of the baths, squatting in the shade and eating. A few hand signals, and moments later Terryn was standing before them, his expression as placid as ever.


  “Terryn, your father was a woodsman?”


  “Aye, he were milord. A woodsman.”


  “Think you can find a white oak nearby, a stave the length of Allazar’s would be useful for the wizard Arramin should any more of those things be about.”


  Terryn eyed the Dymendin staff, and then nodded.


  “Take Rollaf, I don’t want any of us moving alone out of sight of the group.”


  “Aye milord.”


  Allazar looked anxious. “Won’t the noise of chopping wood attract unwelcome attention, Longsword?”


  Terryn reached into a canvass bag at the small of his back and fished out a small leather packet, from which he produced a three-foot length of dull wire fixed between two dark brown wooden toggles. “Wire-saw, milord. Back afore too long.”


  “Ah.”


  “Don’t stray too far Terryn, and remember those things move quickly. If my lady gives a warning, the wizard will make certain you hear it too,” Gawain asserted, and Allazar nodded reassuringly.


  They watched the scout pad silently into the woods to the east, making hand-signals to Rollaf and Tyrane along the way. Rollaf disappeared into the gloom, and Tyrane waved an acknowledgement to Gawain. Elayeen swung her gaze behind her and to the east for a few moments, noting the departure, and then resumed her solitary sentry duty.


  “A question, Allazar.”


  The wizard dragged his gaze away from Elayeen and looked up at Gawain expectantly. “Hmm?”


  “Tireandanam? What does it mean?”


  “Ah.”


  “Ah, what, wizard?”


  Allazar looked a little sheepish. “It is somewhat quaint and old-fashioned. Archaic, if you must know the truth. In the language of wizards it means ‘shooting’. Wizards used to use it as a warning that they were about to unleash Aemon’s Fire, or white fire as we know it today.”


  “Oh.”


  They shared a small silence, watching while Kahla weaved her way along the paving between the pools to take a water skin and wrapped food to Elayeen, who declined both.


  “This Aemon? It sounds as though he was a powerful wizard.”


  “One of the earliest of note, and one of Zaine’s generals in the battle against Morloch, or so they teach in the Hallencloister. His light, and his fire, and the lesser fire of the last rites, were perfected and taught by him. Most of the tools a wizard has at his disposal bear the names of their makers.”


  “Hmm. Arramin asked you a question, before the attack, about the light of Aemon and casting shadows with it.”


  “Yes.”


  “It didn’t.”


  “Didn’t what?”


  “Cast a shadow. Not that I saw anyway.”


  “Ah. I didn’t think it would.”


  “He also mentioned something about a pangorian?”


  “Oh. The Pangoricon of Morloch. I wondered if you’d noticed that.”


  Gawain’s eyes narrowed. “Why, shouldn’t I have?”


  Allazar drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “The Pangoricon of Morloch is a book. A very, very old book. It contains details of all the foul creations Morloch and his disciples originated in the wars which followed Morloch’s treachery and defection from the path of Zaine. As far as I know, only one copy now exists, and it is kept locked in the deepest, darkest vault of the D’ith Hallencloister, and only the Sardor himself may grant access to it.”


  “Yet you have read it?”


  “No. I have never seen it, and until Arramin mentioned it by name today, I had never heard of it. I believe it forms a greater part of the knowledge the elders and the circle placed in my head, which is how I now know of its existence.”


  “Then how did Arramin know of it?” Gawain asked, a sudden and familiar suspicion beginning to tug at his innards.


  Allazar shrugged. “He is of the D’ith Sek, Longsword, with access to knowledge which I as a D’ith pat would not even know existed. Also, he is an historian, and a bookworm. Perhaps you could ask him when he wakes, I am certain he will gladly tell you all he knows, if he hasn’t already.”


  “Hmm,” the familiar suspicions subsided again. “A pity this knowledge in your head only pops out at the last minute.”


  “Ah. Well, perhaps it might help to think of it like this. You doubtless were taught many years ago that two and two are four. Yet you do not spend the rest of your waking hours dwelling on that knowledge. It only comes to the fore when you should need to perform simple arithmetic. Thus it is, with the knowledge I have been given.”


  Gawain suddenly gave a single snort of laughter, before reining it in.


  “Have I said something foolish, Longsword?” Allazar looked alarmed.


  “No, I’m sorry. I was just remembering.”


  Allazar raised a quizzical eyebrow, and Gawain gazed away into the middle distance.


  “My brother, Kevyn, was four years older than I. When I was about four, we had a teacher of mathematics who taught us both. Magistra Wenda, she was called. She must’ve been as old as Arramin, and as strict and as terrifying as any sergeant-major of the guard. She would set my brother problems far beyond my understanding, and Kevyn would sit at his desk scratching away with his pencil solving them while I sat at mine and the Magistra fixed her beady eyes upon me.


  “One day, with Kevyn hunched over his papers and calculations, and I counting on my fingers, Magistra Wenda asked me this: If you have six apples, and a brigand takes two apples, what do you now have? Well, I took a deep breath and with my fingers and thumbs confident they’d given me the correct answer, I was about to say ‘four apples’ when Kevyn, his head still bent to his task, announced quite seriously: You have six apples and a brigand’s head.”


  Gawain grinned happily at the memory. “Of course, my mother got to hear of it and we received a stern telling-off for being disrespectful of the Magistra. I protested my innocence of course, it was all Kevyn’s doing, I’d been a good boy, honestly!”


  Another chuckle escaped Gawain’s throat. “He clipped me on the back of the head when I said that and called me a ‘goody-goody creepworm.’ Mother clipped him for clipping me and reminded Kevyn of his duty to his younger brother. I laughed, so she clipped me for being disrespectful of her and of my brother!”


  Allazar smiled at the scene unfolding in his mind’s eye. But then Gawain sighed.


  “I miss my brother. I miss them all.”


  “Yet you carry them still, in your heart.”


  Gawain crushed the memories. “And one foul creature alone is responsible for that, so tell me more about this Pangoricon.”


  “There is little else to tell, Longsword, in truth. Though I do have a suspicion we both may have seen it recently. Do you recall, on the road to Jarn, the demGoth Graken-rider used his Jardember to summon the vision of Morloch?”


  “I do.”


  “When first he appeared, Morloch had his back to us.”


  “He did,” Gawain frowned, closing his eyes and remembering.


  “And was turning the pages of a very large illustrated book?”


  “Yes, yes he was. What makes you think it was this Pangoricon? Why would Morloch need a copy of his own book?”


  “Strictly speaking it is not his book. He didn’t write it. It is a compilation, listing the creations and weapons of the three principle cadres, or orders, of dark wizards allied to Morloch’s cause. The Sethi, the Tansee, and the Gothen. You, we, have encountered examples of all three.


  “The Gothen used aquamire and the power it gives to enhance their own corrupt magic. Whatever they created was bound to them, as that horde of clawflies was bound to the Goth-lord Armun Tal. The Gothen, in which cadre Salaman Goth doubtless ranked very high, were creators of the mystic; dark fire, the Rod of Asteran, the Jardember, guardstones, these are a few of their creations.


  “The Tansee bent their evil minds to the creation of fantastic creatures, such as the Kraal, and the Graken. They mocked nature by bringing forth abominations to wreak havoc on the kindred races and their works.


  “And finally, the Sethi, perhaps the most devious and foul of them all, they favoured stealth and infiltration, deception and deceit. Theirs are the Grimmand and the Kiromok, and I have no doubt other creatures hidden within cunning imitations and facsimiles.”


  Allazar gave a short sigh of disgust. “Together, Longsword, these three cadres of evil between them created the weapons of the dark war waged against the elder races. And it would appear their foul arts have been resurrected in the west, to bring forth the darkness in Goria.”


  “And also here. You said these Kiromok were used to deny territory. Why should Morloch wish to deny anyone passage to a ruined city?”


  Allazar shrugged. “Perhaps he doesn’t. Perhaps the Kiromok were despatched when he learned of the destruction of Salaman Goth, or later, Jerraman demGoth?”


  “No,” Gawain asserted. “Those creatures had been lurking here unseen for a very long time. I’m certain they were responsible for the lack of larger animals that should be found this deep in the forest. If they’d been despatched here a week ago the place would still be thriving.”


  “If that is true, then the Kiromok would have been extremely old.”


  “Is that not possible?”


  Again, Allazar shrugged. “I cannot say. I know of no records to indicate that dark creatures of aquamire have survived for so long. Usually they were destroyed by kindred forces, sooner or later, and it has been a very long time since they faded into legend.”


  “Well, they’re not legends any more.”


  “Indeed. How fortunate then that the circles of Raheen gifted your lady with the sight of Eldenelves. Without it…”


  “Yes, I know. But you may as well have said ‘how fortunate for the baths of Calhaneth.’ What if those things had caught us halfway between here and the ruins of the city, in the gloom of the deep forest?”


  “Ah.”


  A sudden chill gripped Gawain’s spine, raising gooseflesh and hackles. “Dwarfspit.”


  Seeing the chill run through Gawain’s frame sent a shudder of alarm through Allazar’s. “What is it, Longsword?”


  “Suppose that was what Brock meant by his word ‘Urgent.’ Suppose the Kiromok have been unleashed upon Elvendere?”


  “I would prefer to suppose no such thing, and will suppose instead that enough of the brethren there have remained loyal and are able to cope with such a dreadful possibility.”


  


  It was late afternoon when Terryn and Rollaf emerged from the forest from the north-east, the former carrying fresh-cut stave of white oak, the bark still on and knobs where smaller branches had been stripped clearly visible. This they handed silently to Allazar, and with a nod to their captain, who moved to join them, held a brief conversation with Gawain.


  “Still no sign of badger or boar, milord,” Rollaf announced quietly.


  “Aye, no sign,” Terryn confirmed.


  “Followed the trail of that kirimok thing for a bit. Got the pattern fixed in our heads. In case.”


  “Aye.”


  “Thank you,” Gawain acknowledged. “We’ll spend the night here. I don’t want to be caught in the dark halfway along the road by more of those things, if there are any.”


  “Do you want the men out, my lord? They can keep watch from the trees on our flanks.”


  “No thank you, Tyrane. I’ve done my share of snoozing up a tree on night watch in the past, though not while waiting for anything as unpleasant as we faced today. I’d rather we all stayed close. Likewise on the road tomorrow, we’ll move as a tight group. I doubt very much that there’s anything other than us and things ‘dark’ in this part of the forest. My lady can give us warning of such threats.”


  “Very good, my lord.”


  They watched the two scouts move quietly away to the camp by the boarding hall, and then Allazar wandered away holding the white oak stave in one hand, and the Dymendin staff in the other.


  “A new stick for the wizard Arramin,” Gawain explained. “I think Allazar is going to make it a little more robust than the last one was.”


  Tyrane smiled appreciatively. “He’s a funny old bird, is Arramin, but the lads and I are really quite proud of him, my lord.”


  Gawain nodded, and bent to pick up the remains of the silvertree sapling with its makeshift fabric strap. The end was charred for a good twelve inches or more, and the remainder of the staff split for almost half its length. “With good reason. It’s another reason why I’m in no hurry to rush down the road to Calhaneth. We’ll let him rest and see how he feels in the morning.”


  A bright glow drew their attention to Allazar, who was holding the two sticks side by side, the Dymendin staff shimmering brightly, then beginning to pulse, the oak stave seeming to absorb the light on the side touching the Dymendin. The light faded, and Allazar studied the white oak staff before turning it a little and repeating the procedure. Seven times in all he subjected the oak to the process, before he seemed content and strode over to them.


  “There,” he smiled, handing the oak staff to Gawain, “A staff worthy of our comrade.”


  Gawain studied it for a moment. The sharp-cut knobs where branches had been cut were curiously smooth, and little more than bumps in the wood now, and the bark had a smooth sheen to it.


  “I thought perhaps you might like to present it to him, Longsword, since it was by your side he fought?”


  “Bah,” Gawain announced, handing the staff to Tyrane while he untied the fabric strap from the old stick and tied it to the new. “He’s Brock’s wizard, a wizard of Callodon. It’ll mean much more coming from you and Tyrane, and the woodsmen who fetched it for him.”


  Allazar nodded, “Yes, yes it might at that.”


  “Let’s hope he doesn’t need it,” Tyrane added softly, admiring the strange sheen and the smoothness of the bark.


  “Indeed.”


  


  Elayeen still stood watch at the north side of the pools facing along the avenue, swivelling her head from time to time. Gawain left Tyrane and Allazar holding the three sticks, and walked to the camp area in the shade of the boarding hall were Kahla and Jaxon sat quietly watching over the sleeping Arramin.


  Wordlessly, Gawain stooped and picked up the unopened package of food and the water skin Elayeen had refused earlier, and received a smile from Kahla as he did so. Then he found Elayeen’s saddle and packs, and rummaged in them until he found her spare pair of buckskin knee-length boots.


  She stood on the blue-stone edging at the furthest pool, lukewarm water gently playing around her toes, the flow there made to keep the stone clean and free from algae and debris.


  “Do not obstruct my vision of your surrounds,” Eldengaze rasped when he stood before her.


  “Shut up,” Gawain said quietly, careful to avoid looking into her eyes. “Step forward, I’ve brought your dry boots. If you stand in the water any longer not just your feet will shrivel like prunes. And I happen to like your feet as they are. Without them, we would not have met.”


  “I am the Sight…”


  “Shut up, Eldengaze, and do as you’re told,” Gawain put the boots, food and water skin on the sparse dusting of grass at his feet and then took Elayeen’s shoulders, drawing her forward to him. Then he placed her right hand on his left shoulder, and knelt in front of her, slipping his left hand behind her right knee to raise her leg a little and place her foot upon his thigh while he reached for her boot.


  “You’re no good to me ill, or exhausted. You don’t have to stand alone for hours at a time.”


  “Your light obstructs my vision. So too that of the Word.”


  “And does it obstruct your vision now?” Gawain sighed, gently guiding her foot into the boot.


  “No.”


  “And is there any darkness with range of your sight?”


  “No.”


  “Shut up, then, and give me your other foot.”


  Elayeen shifted her weight and lifted her left leg, and Gawain held the boot while she eased her foot into it, her hand still resting firmly on his shoulder.


  “There. Comfortable?”


  She gave no answer, and instead, moved to unsling her bow now that she could rest it on her boot again. But Gawain knew precisely what she was doing, he’d seen her do it often enough now, and he took hold of her wrists as he stood in front of her.


  “Do not block my…”


  “Shut up. Leave your bow where it is. You need food and drink and you will eat and drink and rest for a while.”


  He stooped again to retrieve the food and water skin, then stepped to the side and moved around to stand behind her.


  “Here, the water skin, I’ve popped the stopper,” Gawain brushed the skin gently against her right arm, and she took it, and drank.


  When Elayeen had drunk her fill she handed him the water skin, and he stoppered it and slung it over his shoulder.


  “Unsling your bow, and hand it to me.”


  There was a long pause, and Gawain was about to repeat the command when she complied.


  “Good. Now you can take another two steps forward. There is grass underfoot, such as it is. There’s enough light coming through the hole in the canopy above for it to grow, though sparsely. Good. Now you sit.”


  Elayeen crossed her right foot over her left and gracefully sank to sit cross-legged on the grass. Gawain sat behind her, sideways on, his right arm and shoulder against her back, the bow resting on the dry ground to his left. He unwrapped the package of food, and found a slab of beef between two slices of unleavened bread, cheese, and an apple.


  “Here,” he said softly, leaning forward a little and handing the package around to rest lightly in her lap. “It’s not much. Tell me if you want more,” He held it there until Elayeen took it, and then sat back again while she ate leaning against him.


  “We’ll spend the night here, and if Arramin is well enough, move on in the morning.”


  There was no answer, only the occasional rustling of the package, and the sound of leaves rustling in the breezes.


  Gawain could feel Elayeen’s breathing in the gentle pressure of her back against his arm, and in the stronger breezes he felt the soft caress of wisps of her hair against his cheek.


  “Understand this,” he said firmly, “I do not know what strange sense of duty the circle in my father’s hall has placed in your head. I don’t know whether my lady is a prisoner within you screaming to get out…”


  “I am she,” Eldengaze asserted, and Gawain grimaced.


  “If so, then you will understand this. I have a duty too, to you, and to the others, and to the memory of my people. I have a duty to the people of the lowlands, some of whom are my friends. I want you back. But I will not spend the time we have between here and Shiyanath and the coming war in the north pleading with you to release my lady. If you are truly miheth, then let go of the eldengaze and learn to use it, rather than it using you. And if instead you be some heartless relic of a bygone age and my lady hears my voice, then she will understand. She will know that I love her. She will know that I have not abandoned her, and she will know why I cannot do as Allazar might wish me to, and fawn around you in foolish hope of a warm and tender look or a gentle word. The fact that you stood idly by while Arramin suffered tells me you are not she who I love, whatever you may say to the contrary.”


  “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.”


  “Very well. I shall try not to do either. But you will comply with my commands as you did this day in the fight against the Kiromok, and as you did just now. You will take rest, you will eat, and drink, and you will guard my lady’s health as you would guard mine. Do you understand all I have said?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good,” Gawain sighed. “Do you want more food? I can ask Kahla to fetch it.”


  “No.”


  “How is your hand? Do your fingers need attention?”


  “No.”


  “Very well,” Gawain picked up Elayeen’s bow and swung it around so that it rested by her left knee. “Your bow is here, to hand, the ground is dry and so is the string. I will ask Kahla to bring you back to the camp. You are too far removed from us all here and there is no advantage to this position.”


  He waited while Elayeen reached down with her broken hand and reassured herself that her bow was indeed safe and close, but made no reply. Then he stood, and walked back to the ruins of the boarding halls, leaving Elayeen to Kahla’s care.


  


  oOo


  


  



  6. Outskirts


  


  It was some two hours past dawn when Arramin finally woke from the deep sleep induced by the Eeelan t’oth. Kahla examined his hands, gazing in wonder at the efficacy of the elven unguent before applying another thin coating of the salve and re-bandaging the wounds. Arramin seemed to take it all with the kind of reluctant tolerance usually found in elderly patients who’d prefer death to being a burden to those around them. He ate breakfast, and afterwards, rose shakily to his feet assisted by Jaxon, and assured everyone watching that he was fit to travel.


  “I believe, Serre wizard, the men of Callodon and the First of Raheen have something for you,” Gawain announced quietly, and Tyrane and Allazar, flanked by Rollaf and Terryn, approached with the white oak staff.


  “Oh dear me…” Arramin managed, as Tyrane made the presentation.


  “I think you will find this one a trifle more hard-wearing than the last,” Allazar smiled.


  “Alas,” Arramin said sadly, his lip trembling and his eyes damp, “I fear it may be some time before I can do justice to such a fine tool,” and he held up his bandaged hands.


  “Bah,” Gawain announced, “The elven ointment works wonderfully well.”


  “It is true,” Allazar confirmed, leaning on the Dymendin, “Longsword’s hands were burned badly by aquamire, and healed within a week with the same unguent.”


  “Here, Serre wizard,” Tyrane said proudly, “Allow me,” And using the fabric strap Gawain had knotted in the middle of the staff, hung it over the old wizard’s shoulders. “The lads cut it from a proud old oak not far from here, and glad they were to do it for a wizard of Callodon who stood to the fore.”


  “Oh dear me… I know not what to say. I… thank you, thank you all.”


  “You’re sure you’re fit to travel?” Gawain asked again, “We can rest a while longer should you wish.”


  “No, no, my lord, in truth the salve and the medicine of yesterday have removed all but the most trifling of discomforts from my hands and I am anxious not to delay our journey any longer than I already have.”


  “There was no delay, Arramin. I would not have risked taking the last miles to Calhaneth in darkness yesterday, not after facing those creatures. But if you’re sure, then well strike camp, and leave this place. If we can reach the outskirts of the ruined city in the afternoon we might find a safe place to spend the night before seeking out the water road tomorrow.”


  


  Half an hour later, they were once again on the road to Calhaneth, though they rode at a far more cautious pace than they had the previous day. Still, they made good progress thanks to the broad and ancient avenue, travelling faster than they would have on foot in spite of all their apprehension. Gawain had been quite correct; to have faced three Kiromok in the middle of this forest would have been awful. The prospect of facing one more, never mind three, was too grim to contemplate.


  They rode in a tight group, Elayeen leading of course, with Kahla and Jaxon just behind her. In deference to her, Gawain placed himself on the right flank, and Allazar on the left. At least their ‘brightness’ would not obscure her vision to the rear where Tyrane and the men of Callodon held station. Arramin, of course, rode in the centre, a packhorse to each side and one behind him.


  They ate on the move, paused only when necessity demanded it, and rode in silence, ears straining for sounds in the forest around them.


  Shortly after noon, Elayeen slowed to a halt, and all followed suit. She cocked her head, and all listened, and all heard a strange sound from the north, coming in snatches in the breezes, and then it faded and was gone. Even the horses, their ears pricked forward, seemed disturbed, snorting and twitching their ears.


  “Last time I heard anything like that, there was a tourney in the castletown, and I was returning from a patrol, and was at least five miles away,” Tyrane whispered.


  “It did sound like a throng cheering,” Allazar agreed. “Far off.”


  “But the city is in ruins,” Arramin whispered, astonished. “Surely it cannot have been resettled?”


  “There are none who would journey to Calhaneth since its destruction,” Eldengaze asserted, and the volume of her voice in the stillness of the woodland made them all start.


  “No-one ever goes to Calhaneth, Serres,” Jaxon whispered.


  “Could it have fallen to the enemy, my lord?”


  Gawain gaped over his shoulder at Tyrane. “Fallen how? There’s nothing there, is there, Arramin? Nothing for an enemy to occupy?”


  “History speaks of the great conflagration sweeping through the city, my lord, the complete ruin of hall, hostel and home.”


  “Yet the enemy are encamped at the Barak-nor, and in the north-western wilds beyond the farak gorin, Longsword, and there are no comforts there.”


  “A third army? In the south?” Gawain stared at Allazar.


  “If true, we are heading straight for it,” Tyrane muttered. “But there have been no signs of pickets or patrols.”


  “Except for the Kiromok. With them at your disposal, Captain, would you need patrols and pickets?”


  “No, Serre wizard, I don’t think I would.”


  “Dwarfspit. Surely if there were an army here in the south, Elves would know it and would have destroyed them long before now?”


  “There are none who would journey to Calhaneth since its destruction,” Eldengaze asserted once again.


  “Not even if Morloch’s hordes were camped there?”


  There was a long silence.


  “Dwarfspit.”


  “If there is an army there, Longsword, Elvendere would certainly engage it. Or at least hold it. Perhaps it is the ‘urgent’ matter to which Brock alluded?”


  “Why would he not have mentioned it? Or at least given a warning?”


  Allazar shrugged. “He would have expected you to ride north, across the plains of Juria to Ferdan and thence to Shiyanath. He would certainly not expect you to take the route we are travelling. No-one at the Kings’ Council could possibly have anticipated this journey.”


  Gawain sighed, trying to calm the rising sense of frustration building in his stomach. “A third army, here in the south, would be a catastrophe. Tyrane, wouldn’t the Callodon Westguard have detected the passage of a horde?”


  Tyrane shook his head. “We are a very long way north of the border, my lord, far beyond the range of the Westguard. This is Old Kingdom territory. Gorian territory. Juria lies to the east.”


  “Dwarfspit. Listen.”


  Insects buzzed, leaves rustled in the breezes, birds chirped and fluttered cheerfully about their business. Gawain eyed them, and chewed his lip. A sudden clapping of wings and a pigeon zoomed overhead, flapped along the avenue, and after thirty or forty yards and a hasty thrapping back-wing, settled on a bough.


  Still, there was no repeat of the vague and distant sound they’d heard.


  “If there is a third army here in the south, we need to know for certain.”


  “If there is, Longsword, knowing about it and telling others of its existence are two distinctly separate challenges.”


  “How far to the outskirts of the city do you think we are, Arramin?”


  The elderly wizard cast a brief glance up through the canopy. “Two to three hours, my lord, though I confess I cannot be certain. I fear the medicine has left my mind a little sluggish.”


  “It’ll pass,” Gawain muttered, remembering his own experience with the Eeelan t’oth.


  Horses and their mounts waited in silence while Gawain watched the distant pigeon, pondering his decision. Their lives of course depended on the outcome of his deliberations. So too, possibly, countless more lives, anxiously awaiting his arrival to lead them against the dark armies in the north.


  How will I know if I’ve made the right decision? A much younger Gawain’s voice asked inside his head, and the long-dead Captain Hass of the One Thousand took another sip of brandy before replying with a twinkle in his rheumy eyes:


  All decisions are the right decisions, your Highness. If the outcome isn’t quite what you expected, why then, that’s when you must be creative once more, or simply make another decision according to the new information and circumstances you now possess.


  But won’t the men know I’ve made an error, and lose their confidence in me?


  No. Your men will follow you. If you tell them, there, over there is where we shall go, and find when you get there that a different place would be preferable, then you simply announce, well done men, now follow me over there!


  And they will follow?


  Yes. Unless they see that you have doubts, or see you falter or hesitate too long. How can you expect men to trust you if you don’t trust yourself?


  “We’ll advance, with caution. Pickets and patrols we can cope with well enough should we come across any.”


  If anyone had any doubts no-one voiced them, and at once, Elayeen eased her horse forward, the rest following. At their approach, the pigeon Gawain had been idly watching clapped its wings and flew back over their heads, south down the avenue.


  The road seemed darker, the gloom around them deeper since the distant noise had brought them to a halt. Gawain glanced up at the canopy, and knew that in fact the light was probably the same as it had been for the whole of their journey along the avenue through the trees. Apprehension and caution, he knew, could dull senses as well as sharpen them. But there was nothing to cause apprehension now, there’d been nothing since that sound, no sign of an enemy, no sounds that shouldn’t be there, no Eldengaze rasping a warning of approaching darkness.


  While it might make sense for an enemy to languish in their encampment and trust their defence entirely to a patrol of Kiromok, it didn’t make sense that the broad avenue had shown no signs of use at all. What commander would not make use of the ancient thoroughfare for hunting, scouting and spying, or even if for nothing else, use of the baths?


  The army encamped in the Barak-nor in the far northeast, deprived of all natural foods, was even now subsisting on the most evil of diets transported there by the wagon-load from the far west. An army encamped at Calhaneth would avail themselves of woodland fare and leave traces of their hunting, especially on a broad path which ran almost arrow-straight and unobstructed for miles. A quick glance over his shoulder was all Gawain needed to reassure himself on that point, the tracks and churning of leaf litter and humus left in the wake of a dozen horses were clear to see, as clear as the scent of fresh-turned debris carried in the breezes from the south. Even the tracks of the Kiromok had swung off to the northwest a mile or so from the baths, leaving virgin forest floor, perhaps undisturbed for centuries.


  Yet the sound had been there. Tyrane’s description wasn’t far off the mark, it had sounded like a throng cheering at a far-off tourney. Or an army hailing a general’s speech. Perhaps even a battle, though a short-lived one, unless the battle had raged and the wind carried the cries of men and horses away from them.


  Gawain was suddenly aware of Allazar staring at him across the packhorses from his position on the left flank. “What is it?” he whispered.


  “I was going to ask the same thing of you, Longsword,” Allazar whispered back.


  “Oh. I was simply realising how effective the Kiromok is at denying territory. Even when there isn’t one there, you start thinking as though there were.”


  “It is an insidious weapon.”


  “And but for that sound, we’d be moving twice as fast as this.”


  Allazar made no reply, it was clear that Gawain was thinking out loud.


  Half a mile further along the avenue, Gawain called a halt.


  “I’m moving ahead, about a mile or so. Rollaf, with me if you please. Elayeen, wait a few minutes, then continue at the walk. Keep a sharp watch. After about half an hour or so, proceed at the trot until you join me up ahead.”


  “Something we should know, my lord?” Tyrane asked quietly.


  “Something I want to check. I grow tired of territory being denied me by fear of Morloch’s spawn.”


  Gawain dismounted, and with a pat on the neck for Gwyn, set off into the woods to the east of the avenue, Rollaf hard on his heels. They ran quickly and nimbly, just as they had when hunting the Kraal in the forest south of Jarn, and Gawain knew that the tall and wiry former poacher would have no trouble keeping up and moving quietly. It was certainly darker in the woodland away from the ancient road, but with nothing more troublesome than occasional fallen branches to navigate underfoot, they loped along at a brisk pace, rapidly putting distance between themselves and the rest of the group on the road.


  Once they’d settled into the rhythm of the run, their breathing deeper but far from strained, Gawain began measuring time and distance by his footfalls, counting the trees as they passed, the gap between them quite regular, the forest here older than the road, older even than Calhaneth. Here, in the twilight world of the deep and ancient woodland, there was too little light for young trees to sprout and grow to challenge the authority of the old. Here, the old must first die, and clear a space in the sky with their passing before new growth could hope to rise up through countless years of leaf fall and fight for their place in the sunlight.


  After twenty minutes, Gawain slowed to a walk, motioning Rollaf alongside him.


  “No sign of anything. Nothing bigger than birds.”


  Rollaf shook his head. “Ain’t right.”


  “No. No sounds that shouldn’t be here either. Come on. I want a good two miles between us and the horses.”


  And with that, they began running again, until Gawain decided the distance between themselves and Elayeen at the front of the group was sufficient. Then he swung west until they emerged onto the road again, and came to a halt. Gawain gave a brief hand-signal, and while their breathing slowed, they examined the ground underfoot. Fungi, lichen, leaves reduced to crumbling skeletons, and beneath them, rotting and decaying, rich, dark and earthy humus. And no sign whatsoever that any foot, hoof or wheel had ever passed this way. A glance at Rollaf told Gawain that the poacher was thinking the same thing as he.


  “I know, my friend. It ain’t right.”


  Rollaf nodded.


  Gawain and the former poacher stood, and looked to the south, waiting for the group. They were still a long way off, unseen and unheard.


  “See ‘em before we hear ‘em milord,” Rollaf whispered.


  “Aye. That’s what I thought.”


  And it was true. The first thing they saw was Elayeen’s silver hair, but soon, with the light on the road brighter than in the forest proper, the whole group was visible trotting towards them. When finally the soft thudding of horses’ hooves met Gawain’s ears, he stepped a little further away from Rollaf, and waved his arms three times above his head.


  When the group drew to a halt, Gwyn nickered a happy hello from the flank and bobbed her head once. Gawain glanced up at Elayeen, he careful to avoid her eyes and she his.


  “How far did you see me, before I waved my arms?”


  “Half a mile. Perhaps a little more. The forest is bright.”


  “Thank you.”


  Gawain mounted up and waited for Rollaf to do likewise. “The Kiromok must have good ears, or we were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. We saw you before we heard you, and so would Morlochmen. My lady saw us long before they would, too.”


  “What does this mean?” Arramin asked, when no-one else did.


  “It means what it means. Before we set foot on this road, nothing had passed this way bigger than a shrew. No army has passed along this road, and no Kiromok either, not since the last carpet of autumn leaf was laid. We’ll proceed at the trot, my lady will alert us to the presence of anything likely to pose a threat.”


  “You do not believe an army awaits us at Calhaneth, my lord?”


  “No, Tyrane. Whatever sound it was we heard swirling through the forest on the wisp of a breeze, I do not believe it was from a dark army. Nor cheers from a tournament for ribbons and trophies.”


  Gawain clicked his tongue, and they moved on at the trot. But still, in spite of Gawain’s confident assertions, ears and eyes strained to penetrate the gloom around them.


  


  It was nearing evening when Elayeen slowed to a halt, cocking her head this way and that.


  “The road ends ahead. Trees block it.”


  “Wait here. Scouts with me,” Gawain whispered, and dismounted.


  Terryn was deployed to the left, Rollaf to the right, and Gawain himself took the centre of the road, and they ran, nimbly and quietly, until shapes emerged from the gloom. Odd shapes, angular shapes not of nature’s making. Then, they slowed, and stooping cautiously, continued their approach. It grew lighter, the forest ahead thinner, newer, and then they saw the reason why.


  They had reached the outskirts of the city of Calhaneth, and as before at the baths, trees had grown and erupted through cobbles and paving hidden below a millennia of debris. Walls collapsed, buildings unrecognisable, piles of rubble softened by centuries of leaf fall since seedling turned to sapling turned to tree. Here and there, taller and thicker walls had survived the woodland’s reclamation, and were visible for what they had once been, but weathered, crumbling, yellow lichens clinging where once perhaps tapestries had hung.


  There was no sign of broad streets and avenues, no open green spaces. But a quiet click of the Terryn’s tongue drew their attention to the west, and they eased quietly towards the scout, gazing in the direction of his cocked and bolted crossbow. A statue, leaning perilously. It was being gently toppled a fraction of an inch at a time by the creeping girth of a tall and splendid darkwood tree. Lichen clung to the weathered stone, countless rains and snows and tree-baffled breezes taking their toll. In the statue’s left hand, what looked to be a trumpet or horn of some kind; in the right, held aloft and almost touching the trunk of the tree, a book; a silent stone herald calling those within earshot to come, and to learn.


  With hand signals, Gawain deployed the scouts again and together they explored the vicinity, moving two hundred yards further into the ruins of the city. Finding nothing but more ruins and the going treacherous underfoot, they returned to the road, where a sweeping wave of Gawain’s arms summoned the rest of the group in the distance where they’d waited unseen in the gloom. When they had arrived, and dismounted, and stood before him, he softly announced:


  “Behold, the outskirts of Calhaneth.”


  There was sudden breeze, chill, which swept towards them along the avenue, and then the sound of rain spotting leaves, and it grew darker.


  “We’ll camp over there,” Gawain indicated an ancient tree, broad of bole and thick of branch and leaf. It had probably grown there before the ruin of the once-great city.


  “And the enemy, Longsword?”


  “There is no sign. No sign of anything living save the trees.”


  


  It wasn’t so much a camp as a hasty dumping of packs and saddles under the massive tree, and while soft rain fell, horses were watered, fed, and carefully tended. Kahla and Jaxon looked as though they had been crippled for life, and Gawain smiled in sympathy with their aches and pains. The hours of riding at the trot along the avenue must have felt to them like Gawain’s brief but agonising ride upon the Kraal’s back on the Jarn road. It did give him pause for thought, though. Assuming the canal was functional and assuming they made it to Ostinath, and assuming elves would allow them to travel along the Threnderrin Way to Shiyanath, riding at the gallop would be out of the question for the inexperienced Gorians. But that was a problem to be overcome another day and Gawain turned his attention back to Gwyn.


  Once the horses were tended and resting quietly, Tyrane approached Gawain. “Do we scout deeper into the city, my lord?”


  “No, the rain’s getting heavier, and it’s getting darker. There’s no need to risk it. According to Arramin, the canal lies on the north side of the city, almost directly opposite where we are now. I’ll not risk that until we have a full day’s light at our disposal.”


  Tyrane nodded. “I think the wizard Arramin is a little disappointed now that we’re here.”


  Gawain glanced across at the elderly wizard, sitting on his saddle wrapped in a blanket against the few drops of rain which made it through the huge blister of the ancient tree’s canopy. Arramin was gazing sad and wide-eyed into the gloom at the broken shapes between the trees, his bandaged hands resting on his bony knees and the oak staff propped against the bole behind him.


  “I expect he’s carried an image of the splendour of this place all his life. Alas, Tyrane, reality seldom matches the pictures we paint in our minds.”


  Capes and cloaks and blankets were drawn tighter about shoulders as the breezes stiffened and rain began teeming.


  “Then let us hope we are not disappointed when we find this great water road he described, or we will have prevailed against the Kiromok for naught.”


  “Agreed. Yet the baths were intact. The canal may be, also.”


  “And the noise we heard, my lord?”


  Gawain slung the Sword of Justice over his cloaked shoulder and glanced at the captain. “I don’t know. A trick of the wind perhaps, whistling through the ruins. Some elven artefact, maybe, or even a natural sound. I’ve heard tales of sighing caves in the southeast which on stormy nights strike fear into the hearts of ignorant travellers.”


  “I know them, my lord, they are real. There is a small town there, in the bottom corner of Callodon. Port Yarris, it is called, more of a fishing village than a town I suppose. They go out in boats there, and fish the Sea of Hope. As a young officer, I was sent on the rounds of the land, and we heard that sound. It is eerie indeed, wind and wave combining to drive air through fissures and caves in the cliffs nearby. Though if you were ignorant of the reason for it as you say, my lord, aye, the noise would be unsettling indeed.”


  “I think all of us will have an unsettled night tonight, Tyrane.”


  “Aye, my lord.”


  


  oOo


  


  



  7. Calhaneth


  


  The rain finally eased shortly after midnight, though sleep was difficult to come by. The slightest sound, a twig falling in the woods around them, night birds, small animals burrowing through the forest floor, all set nerves on edge on the outskirts of the ancient ruins. Only Arramin seemed oblivious to their eerie surroundings, a fresh treatment of salve on his hands, a sip of Jurian brandy, and he slept like a baby.


  Night seemed interminable, each minute an hour, and each hour made all the more miserable by Elayeen’s habit of opening her eyes and scanning the semi-circle in front of the bole before leaning back against it and snoozing fitfully once more. Gawain was obliged to take a position to the road’s side of the immense tree, so that his ‘light’ wouldn’t block the eldengaze. Day or night, it made no difference to his blind queen.


  There were, Gawain knew, only three reasons for their restlessness: the Kiromok, the sound they’d heard while on the road, and the assertions even before they’d begun their journey that ‘no-one ever goes to Calhaneth’. Well, now they were here. There’d been no sign of any dark threat, no sign that anything had visited or occupied Calhaneth in ages, and no sign of any reason for the oft-repeated taboo of travelling to the ruins. And still, even he started at every unknown noise in the night. Dawn, when it finally arrived, was met with a sigh of relief as well as a sigh of quiet remembrance for The Fallen.


  While Kahla attended to Arramin’s hands, Gawain stood in the middle of the road facing the outskirts of the city, quietly chewing frak. It was a weary-looking Tyrane who approached him, a hunk of salt pork in his hand.


  “Good morning, my lord.”


  “Tyrane.”


  “When the men have finished watering the horses we’ll give them a feed and ready them to move out.”


  Gawain nodded. “There’s no rush, now that daylight is finally here.”


  “Aye, and I’ve spent few nights where sunrise was as welcome as this one.”


  “And yet there was probably no threat at all. Night magnifies all doubts, fears, and pains.”


  “It does, my lord. But I’ll be glad to find this canal, and find it working too. These ruins are strangely oppressive no matter what the hour.”


  “Good morning Longsword, Captain.”


  “Allazar,” Gawain acknowledged.


  “Although with the sun still so low the gloom of the forest makes for a poor dawn.”


  “The Captain and I were making similar remarks. I think it might be wise to wait an hour or more before we set off. The more light we have the better when we pass through this city.”


  “We have your lady, Longsword,” Allazar remarked gently, leaning on his staff.


  “Who without Kahla serving as guide would walk into the first statue, wall, or hole in the ground which blocks her path. There are many more things to worry about than dark wizard-made creatures, Allazar, and I won’t have everyone reliant entirely on Eldengaze. We have our own eyes and senses, and responsibilities to ourselves and each other.”


  “It would be nice to know what to expect,” Tyrane muttered, his poor imagination failing him again.


  Gawain shrugged. “After a thousand years? Trees, mostly. Fallen walls, toppled statues. The city was destroyed by fire, any buildings left standing after that would’ve had thick walls and deep foundations, but even those would likely be overcome by the power of trees and their roots.”


  “Agreed,” Allazar sighed. “Perhaps it is the sorrow of the loss of what was once a great centre of civilisation that prevented elves returning here. Such destruction would be hard to bear, particularly since they built so few cities of stone.”


  “That we know of,” Gawain mumbled through a slice of frak. “In truth, even Elayeen seems to know nothing of Calhaneth beyond that highly annoying mantra of no-one ever travelling here. Elves have been so insular in their self-imposed exile from the world, the very word ‘elvish’ is used to describe anyone with such introverted qualities. They could have built a dozen stone cities and who would know?”


  “I hardly think elves would give up their culture and traditional way of life any more than your people would have willingly become fishermen on the shores of the Sea of Hope, Longsword. Besides, they are masters of their domain and have no need of walls to protect them. Calhaneth was a magnificent gesture on their part, an attempt at bringing reason to the world of men.”


  “A pity it failed,” Gawain sighed. “Perhaps fewer people would have succumbed to the Ramoth and their nonsense if it hadn’t.”


  “Indeed. But given what we know of events in the Empire, perhaps we should count our blessings where the Ramoth are concerned. Whatever we do or do not know of elven history, we do know that history has brought us all here.”


  Gawain pondered Allazar’s words for a while, and then took a deep breath. “Well. Here is Calhaneth’s doorstep. Let’s get the horses fed and saddled, and wait for a little more light before we step over the threshold.”


  


  An hour or so later, and with Rollaf securing the last of the feed-bags on the packhorses, they gathered on the avenue, Elayeen standing off a little and gazing into the city.


  “We must be careful where we step, my lords,” Arramin asserted, his staff over his shoulder and his fresh-bandaged hands clasped lightly in front of him. “The city, being of stone, was possessed of rare works of engineering in addition to the buildings. We have seen the baths in the south, and wondered at the clever system of drainage and supply of water from the subterranean hot springs which supply them. Here too, in Calhaneth, they would have had such things, and it is possible that underground pipes and channels may be in a parlous condition.”


  “So the ground might collapse underfoot, Serre wizard, is that what you’re saying?” Gawain asked.


  Arramin shrugged apologetically. “Alas. I had hoped… I think I had hoped to find the city better preserved, my lord. But the trees grow strong, and have deep roots. The walls of sewers and pipes would succumb as easily to roots as the walls of buildings to trunk and bough.”


  “How far do you think we are from the canal?”


  “The city is not large by our standards, my lord. But in order to prevent the possibility of an enemy using the great avenue to charge straight through the centre of Calhaneth and onward along the canal’s route to Ostinath, each block of buildings forming the concentric rings of the city was offset from those of neighbouring circles. Thus the path we must take is not straight, but stepwise, first to the west, then north, then to the east, and so on. In plan, it is much like a child’s toy, of the ball-in-a-maze kind.”


  “How long do you estimate?”


  Arramin shrugged apologetically. “In its hey-day, the city could be crossed in perhaps two hours on foot. The streets were broad but alleys were narrow, a fact which helped speed the catastrophe, I fear.”


  “Well. It will take as long as it takes. Rollaf, Terryn, to the fore if you please, the rest close behind. I’ll take the rear with the horses. Lady Kahla, remain close to my lady and take care, there may be openings and obstacles underfoot concealed by countless years of leaf fall. Questions?”


  There were none.


  “Then we shall proceed. With luck, we’ll lunch at the canal. Move quietly, and with great caution as Arramin has advised.”


  And thus it was they entered Calhaneth where the great avenue from the south had ended so abruptly, blocked by trees, and its gates, if there had ever been any, long since fallen and buried. It wasn’t long, either, before they were obliged to turn to the west, the way ahead blocked by a cracked flint and mortar wall, leaning perilously towards them under the pressure of a silently striving siege-engine that was the giant darkwood on its other side.


  Statues, dotted here and there, some pointing this way and some that, told of a broad street under the leaf litter of centuries. Occasional limbs thrust up from the decaying humus, some of them arms with hands clutching books or instruments, like drowning men desperately attempting to preserve precious possessions from a flood, some of them legs, with or without feet, bizarre and more than a little unnerving.


  There was an oppressive silence, broken only by the occasional flapping of pigeons’ wings or the raucous calls of crows, and all of them knew there should be far more sounds than there were. Even the songbirds, it seemed, heeded the warnings of elves and the Old Kingdom, and did not venture here.


  It grew steadily brighter as the sun rose higher, which seemed to bring the promise of a more cheerful passage through the ruins, but in truth it merely heightened the lack of happy twittering and other sounds of life that should be teeming around them. Even the insects seemed to maintain a respectful, or fearful, silence.


  Once, while Gawain was gazing at a massive bough growing clean through what was once a window in what was once perhaps someone’s home, they had to turn back; a collapsed sewer or pipe such as Arramin had described had left an enormous trench blocking their way, and Allazar considered it far too risky for Elayeen to attempt a crossing.


  So Gawain had stepped aside, and waited while the others moved back through the horses and retraced their steps and then continued onwards to the next northbound crossing between blocks of ruins. It was taking a lot longer than he’d imagined. For some reason, he’d pictured in his mind’s eye three simple rings of buildings, mimicking the three circles of runes in the Great Hall of Raheen. Arramin had implied as much, describing an outer circle of dwellings, then hostels, then colleges.


  But, of course, there were many circles of ruined buildings to negotiate; the dwellings alone had needed to accommodate all those who lived and served in the city, from the magi who taught in the great halls of learning down to the humblest of apprentice stable hands. Butcher, baker, tinker, tailor, homes for all those who provided services for student and master alike, and services also for themselves.


  It was easy to understand Arramin’s disappointment. In its days of splendour, Calhaneth must have seemed a jewel, to be admired by all who set foot here, a benchmark of civilisation few could aspire to. The lowland castletowns Gawain had seen would seem pitiful and archaic to those who once dwelled here. Even in centuries-old ruin, enough survived to speak eloquently across the ages, testifying to the glory that had been the pinnacle of elven stone-masonry.


  Yet still an air of great unease pervaded the place, as though all the trees which had done battle with the white-stone paving and won the struggle for sunlight were holding their breath in expectation of some dread retaliation.


  Even the statues which had survived seemed mute in trepidation rather than simple stony silence. Gawain had deduced the statues were more than ornamentation, but also street-guides, pointing to or marking places of interest. Distinguished-looking statues holding a book in one hand and pointing with tools or instruments doubtless showed the way to the school which taught the subjects represented by those tools or instruments. Statues of happy-looking portly gentlemen clutching tankards and platters may have stood outside taverns or dining rooms, or pointed the way to them… the variations on themes were many, and as they neared the area of the city set aside for the students of all lands, became more frequent.


  Of the fire which had ended Calhaneth’s splendour, there was of course no sign. It was impossible to tell whether walls had been rent and tumbled by trees growing long after the conflagration, or by the heat of the flames during it. But such is the nature of catastrophe that on occasion, even in the midst of some immense earthquake, deluge or fire, one or perhaps some few buildings escape as if spared by the mighty hand of providence, and so it was here, in the middle of the circle wherein had dwelled students and visitors. Before them, rising majestic and almost pristine, a wall of white-stone, sharp-cornered, one side of a great building, the one broad structure facing them almost entirely intact. Standing within vaulted niches in that wall, unharmed except by time and weather, small statues testifying as to the nature of the building; actors in classical pose, singers likewise, musicians, and orators. This had been a theatre, or a hall of entertainments.


  With great excitement, Arramin had scurried forward, weaving through the trees as if expecting to find the entire building intact. Yet even Gawain at rearguard saw the elderly wizard’s shoulders sag. That one wall with its stubby corners like broken bookends was all that remained, and trees grew where once a stage might have been, and where once audiences might have laughed and applauded.


  On, then, winding their way back and forth like the shuttle of a loom, weaving their quiet way towards the centre of the city, and all the while the tension and unease rising, little by little, for this far from the outskirts even the pigeons and crows seemed reluctant to tarry, much less to roost.


  There was a brief period of confusion from the head of the group, and Gawain left his position to advance to discover the cause. It was simple enough; there seemed to be no ruins at all here, nothing but trees and the forest floor. Arramin explained that this was a great circular way which lay between the circles of college and hostels, and sure enough, thirty yards or so further north they discovered a row of stone columns, intricately carved, rising up or slumbering half-buried alongside the trees of the woodland around them.


  It was while they were passing through the remains of some cloistered way that Gawain gave a loud click and called a halt. He eased through the horses and found the rest of them anxiously awaiting his arrival.


  “It’s brighter here. The trees are thinning,” he whispered.


  All except Elayeen gazed up and around.


  “I believe it is, my lord,” Tyrane agreed.


  “And I’m starting not to like it very much,” Gawain added. “Do you see anything, Eldengaze?”


  “Trees. Nothing dark.”


  “Nothing light?”


  “Trees. Thinning.”


  “Wait here. The scouts and I will advance. There’s something here which is making me feel nervous.”


  Gawain crept forward, Rollaf and Terryn on the flanks, heading in the general direction of the centre of Calhaneth. They’d only gone about twenty yards when Gawain squatted down on his haunches, and the scouts halted, eyeing him nervously. He drew his boot knife, stuck it gently in the humus at his feet and flipped over a lump. Nothing, just the dark black of decaying litter slowly becoming new soil. Rollaf and Terryn followed suit, digging small holes with their knives.


  “Anything?” Gawain signalled.


  “Nothing,” were the two gestures he received.


  Not even insects or worms were burrowing here. Gawain sheathed his knife, loosened the longsword in its scabbard, and signalled the advance again. The light grew brighter, the trees thinner, not just spaced further apart but thinner of girth, becoming gnarled and spindly, almost sickly in appearance, and then Gawain froze, and the scouts likewise.


  He blinked, and shifted his head a little, gazing through the sparse growth before him. Then he advanced slowly, stepping over a fallen statue and its plinth until he found himself at the tree line. A tree line which should not have been there.


  Before him, across a hundred yards of pristine white- and blue-stone paving slabs, scorched black in places and weather-beaten but otherwise as it had been on the day of the catastrophe a thousand years earlier, stood the very heart of Calhaneth. Massive colonnades rested atop a plinth of glazed blue-stone steps, surrounding the roundtower which the wizard Arramin had described at the beginning of their journey. The immense dome which crowned the tower was broken and jagged, looking for all the world like some vast boiled egg decapitated by a giant spoon.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain gasped, as Rollaf and Terryn drew alongside, gaping.


  Pristine statues of sparkling white-stone stood atop the colonnade’s entablature at intervals, each holding aloft a representation of the sun in their right hand, and holding out their left hands as if beckoning the viewer to step forward into the light.


  There were two smaller buildings flanking the colonnades and roundtower that they could see, though there might be others beyond sight to the rear of the squat and broad roundtower.


  “Rollaf, bring the others forward please, tell them to advance with great caution.”


  “Aye milord.”


  Gawain gazed in unabashed awe at the spectacle before him.


  “Ain’t right,” Terryn whispered.


  “No, it ain’t,” Gawain agreed.


  


  “Oh dear me! Oh dear me!” a familiar voice whispered from behind Gawain several minutes later.


  “Astonishing,” Allazar muttered, “And quite impossible.”


  They formed a line at the edge of the forest, where the bleached paving slabs lay cracked and jagged, exposing the knotted roots of twisted saplings which had forced their way up through the stone.


  “This is the heart of Calhaneth, my lords,” Arramin sighed, eyes wide in disbelief. “There, the roundtower, college and library of natural magycks, where wizards and elfwizards studied together. Here, the blue and white way known as the Wheel of Thought, where scholars and magi would walk, talking, listening, teaching and learning, or merely conversing upon the day! There! There, the two buildings either side of the tower, refectories where food and wine was served day and night, where master and pupil would sup and dine together, sometimes working through the night and through the next day! Oh dear me... Oh dear me!”


  “How can this be?” Tyrane muttered, seeing but not believing the spectacle before them.


  “It can’t be. It shouldn’t be,” Gawain muttered.


  No-one, not even Arramin, seemed anxious to advance or step onto the blue and white paving where not so much as a leaf blew in the breezes. The heart of the city lay still, silent as a crypt, an image of past splendour and majesty, specks of mica in the blue-stone glittering in the late morning sunshine like a sea of jewels surrounding the broken crown of the roundtower.


  “Eldengaze, do you see anything?” Gawain whispered.


  “Shapes in a mist of grey. There is nothing light here. Nor dark.”


  Gawain shuddered.


  “You can still see where the fire raged through the windows and doors,” Arramin choked, and pointed towards the refectory, east of the tower and its elevated colonnades.


  It was true. The white-stone lintels topping the once wide and airy openings in the refectory walls were stained dark where smoke and flame had licked a thousand years before.


  “Did an Emperor live there?” Jaxon gasped, blinking against the brightness after the gloom of the forest.


  “No,” Arramin sighed, wiping away a tear with a bandaged hand. “No, Serre Jaxon, it was a school, of a kind, a great school where the greatest minds of the era gathered to share their wisdom. The statues upon the colonnades, they are of Arristanas, an elfwizard of elder times and myth, who left the forest of his birth to take the light of reason into the world, and banish superstition to the shadows. It was much later, long after his death, Calhaneth was built to allow those seeking the light of reason to find it.”


  “There’s no reason here that I can see,” Gawain announced, echoing the thoughts of the scouts standing beside him. “Nature should have reclaimed this place long ago with the rest of the city. Come, we’ll go around, and seek out this canal. Let’s hope it’s as well-preserved.”


  Cautiously they went, skirting the vast circular expanse of paving Arramin had called ‘the Wheel of Thought.’ Here at its outer edge, the paving was broken and uplifted through the sparse leaf litter. When they met larger obstructions, they took a path deeper into the woodland rather than step onto the bleached stone.


  But even after skirting those obstructions, some unseen force seemed to draw them back to the rim of the Wheel once more to gaze upon the lofty columns of the colonnade and the loftier roundtower girdled by them.


  “The tower has no windows,” Jaxon remarked as they walked, his voice hushed, still in awe of the scale of the buildings. “It must’ve been dark inside.”


  “Ah,” Arramin whispered back, “Those five rows of narrow slits you see ringing the tower? They are called ‘loophole light-wells’. Though the slits seem narrow on the outside of those thick walls, within, the aperture is cut very much wider, narrowing towards the slit. Thus, light may enter the tower from a great range of angles, not just directly from in front of the slit.”


  “Why didn’t they just make bigger windows?” Jaxon puzzled aloud.


  “Because larger windows would weaken the structure of the tower. The stone walls are very thick, and so are very heavy. And besides, it being the college and library of natural magycks, the magi and scholars there also had other means of lighting which would not rely upon mere daylight. Thus, the college was never closed, and wizard and elf could work at whatever hour and for whatever duration they wished.”


  When finally they reached the north side of the roundtower the sun was climbing high, and they paused, shielding their eyes against the glare. The blue-stone seemed bluer, the white-stone whiter, and the twinkling and glittering seemed somehow subdued now with the sun overhead. The view, however, seemed much the same as from the south side, though if anything, more unsettling for the lack of shadows.


  “I wonder…” Arramin sighed, and trailed off.


  “You were wondering if anything within the library survived,” Allazar said softly, knowingly.


  “Yes. Yes I was, Master Allazar. Can you imagine the treasures which once reposed there? Treasures today, though doubtless commonplace tomes when Calhaneth thrived.”


  “You would venture there? In truth?” Gawain gasped, and he and the others eyed the old wizard with a mixture of incredulity and respect for his courage.


  “Well…” Arramin shrugged.


  “There are no signs of fire damage, not that I can see,” Allazar whispered, shielding his eyes against the glare and gazing anew at the round tower.


  “And they built domes like that in the old days, did they?” Gawain muttered, “Just to give the impression of it being a breakfast egg fresh opened for dippy soldiers?”


  “Clearly the dome is damaged, Longsword,” Allazar conceded, “But it was likely of simple construction and for visual effect. Wood, with copper sheeting I would guess, judging by the verdigris shade of the remaining parts. Its destruction may have occurred long after the fire. Weather, perhaps, wind and lightning.”


  “And you think a thousand years of weather would fail to affect any contents of that tower which managed, by some miracle, to survive a fire which razed the entire city?”


  Allazar shrugged, but there was a twinkle in his eyes, and in Arramin’s. Gawain shook his head sadly.


  “Look about you, wizards,” Gawain said sternly. “Behold the destruction, observe the sickliness of the growth here on the verge of the Wheel. See the impossibility that is the survival of that,” he nodded towards the tower, “That mausoleum you wish to explore.”


  “I hardly think mausoleum appropriate, my lord,” Arramin protested gently. “Monument, perhaps…”


  “And you would trespass there?”


  Allazar leaned expectantly on his staff. “It wouldn’t take long. A quick walk across the pavement, up the steps and through the colonnades. A peep into the roundtower beyond and if all is destroyed, then back again. If anything survives, however, an hour or two of exploration can hardly make a difference to our journey to Ostinath.”


  “Then you’re fools. Or mad. Or both. I’d wager there’s not so much as a speck of pigeon-plop on those statues up there, and you’d go where not even birds dare to venture? Not for all the precious ore in Threlland would I set foot upon those stones. Nor shall I permit my lady to go there.”


  And as if in silent agreement with Gawain’s stern assertion, Rollaf and Terryn, and Tyrane, took a single step backwards, away from the spectacle before them.


  Arramin sighed. “’Tis a pity, indeed. Certainly ours are the first eyes to gaze upon this marvel in centuries, and our feet the first of all the kindred to tread this path.”


  Gawain eyed the old wizard solemnly. The sadness he beheld in Arramin’s eyes was no doubt real. Here, within reach, stood the undeniable and stony fact of Calhaneth, almost as it must have been in the wizard’s mind all the years since first he read of this fabled place.


  Allazar seemed to guess the younger man’s thoughts. “You must understand, Longsword, to us, as wizards, the roundtower of Calhaneth is symbol of the highest aspirations of our kind. To us, Arristanas was himself a towering figure, representing as he did the purest and noblest of Zaine’s ideals. To see the destruction all around us is painful. To see the tower preserved almost intact and not to venture there is an agony which will haunt us to the end of our days.”


  “If it is a monument to reason, Allazar, then use your reason. There is certainly a reason why nothing lives here. Not even moss, nor weeds, nor lichen. Every instinct tells me to flee this place.”


  Gawain folded his arms and stared at the two wizards before swivelling his hips to gaze once more at the roundtower. Breezes stirred the air around them, but there was no sound, no leaves rustled, no flapping of wings, no buzz of insects.


  “Your lady has seen nothing either of darkness, or of light,” Allazar prompted gently.


  Gawain sighed. “I cannot deny Arramin of Callodon his right to choose his own path. I can only appeal to his reason. His knowledge of the canal and the great boat-lifts he’s spoken of is needed. I certainly can deny you, Allazar, you are the First of Raheen and I am the crown. Yet I will not. If Arramin abandons all reason and ventures where even the worms of the earth will not go, then for the protection of the knowledge he carries you must go with him. Your hands aren’t burned and won’t flinch at the prospect of using a stick if you have to.”


  Allazar nodded. “Then, your Majesty, if Arramin of the D’ith Sek and Callodon chooses to lead, I shall follow.”


  “Oh dear me,” Arramin sighed, “My lords I am far from accustomed to being the cause of such conflicting feelings. I am a simple old fellow who has spent his life in books in the study of history. Yet standing before me is history itself, preserved against the ravages of time as if by some kindly providence. I do understand your reservations, my lord, I assure you, I do. But I could not bear to end my days not knowing. And if it is to war we go in the north, and I fear it is, then I also fear I shall not see Calhaneth again.”


  Gawain took a deep breath, and then simply nodded, letting out the breath slowly, casting his doubtful gaze first at the wizards and then all around. Elayeen, flanked by Kahla and Jaxon, stood off to his left, with Tyrane further on. They too seemed anxious, even the impassive stare of the eldengaze was betrayed by the rapid movements of Elayeen’s head, scanning for dangers only she might see.


  Tentatively, Arramin stepped forward, and then inched his boot further onto the cracked paving stone at the fringe of the Wheel of Thought. Nothing happened, and so he eased it a little further, and then stepped on to the pavement. He paused, and took another pace, and when likewise nothing occurred, he let out his breath and smiled nervously. Another pace, and then two more, and the white-stone paving gave way to blue-stone, the bands of different paving material alternating, giving the whole circular pavement a chequered appearance.


  Allazar took a deep breath and with a last glance and a nod to Gawain, he strode without hesitation to catch up with Arramin, and side by side, the two wizards began their slow and cautious walk across the Wheel. Only the sound of their booted heels and Allazar’s staffing rapping on the stone accompanied them; there was not a bird in the sky, not an insect in the air.


  Gwyn snuffled. She was nervous, and so were the other horses. It wasn’t a snort of alarm or a warning, simply a snuffle to express her discomfort with this place. Gawain understood completely. The heart of Calhaneth was simply and entirely wrong.


  A sudden calm seemed to descend over the centre of the city, the air still and oppressive, and there was a sense of pressure rising. The horses shuffled nervously, backing away little by little towards the gloom of the woodlands, north, away from the tower. Gawain felt it too, and so did the others if their nervous glances were any sign. He looked up, and thought he saw a faint shimmering around the broken eggshell dome of the roundtower, as though something lay within, heating the air and making it waver.


  Allazar and Arramin were thirty or forty yards away now, walking purposefully, caution apparently abandoned. From the corner of his eye, Gawain spotted a large pigeon speeding west to east across the city and he turned his head to watch it. When the bird flew over the clearing wherein the heart of Calhaneth stood preserved, it gave a sudden lurch and a twist, flapping violently, attempting to turn away and speed as fast as it could from the centre of the city. But it was too late. As it neared the colonnades girdling the roundtower, a single, pencil-thin streamer of lighting flicked from within the broken dome, leaving nothing but a wisp of smoke where the pigeon had been.


  “Back,” Gawain said, instinctively, and turned his gaze to the two wizards walking oblivious to all, the top of the tower hidden from their view now by the entablature of the colonnades.


  “Back!” Gawain cried, sudden alarm surging through him, and the wizards stopped and turned their worried gaze towards him.


  Gawain remembered the whistling kettle that had been the surge of ancient power in the Great Hall of Raheen before the circles had unleashed their great blast of light. And though he couldn’t hear the pressure rising now as he had then, he felt it. He felt it as surely as if the sound were blasting his eardrums, wave after wave of pressure slowly building.


  “Back! Back!” he screamed, “Run! Into the forest!”


  Kahla and Jaxon, fear etched suddenly on their faces, spun Elayeen around and lifted her bodily, but Gawain simply pushed them aside and heaved her over his shoulder.


  “Run! Run! Now!”


  And run they did, headlong, the horses whinnying and charging before them, crashing through the spindly saplings and miserable twisted ferns and weeds, dodging larger blocks of stone and statues and debris.


  Behind him, Gawain heard a hissing, rising, becoming almost deafening, becoming a sizzling and humming which seemed to penetrate his chest, making the air in his lungs vibrate with the low harmonics of the note, and he paused for a moment, and stooping under Elayeen’s weight over his shoulders he turned to look back. He saw the faces of Allazar and Arramin, eyes and mouths wide, gripped by the panic Gawain had inspired with his yelling as they crashed into the tree line, such as it was. And he saw the broken dome of the roundtower of Calhaneth, glowing, and glimpsed a malevolent white light within it, streamers of lightning flickering, striking out at random, arcing down to dance upon statue, column, and pavement.


  He turned again and carried on running, but then other noises grew, terrifying noises, swelling over and above the sizzling bolts of lightning fizzing from the tower. Screams.


  Screams of terror from men, women, and horses. The shattering crack of a lightning blast followed by screams of agony, cries for help and boots on flagstones, running, hundreds of them. Names, names being screamed all around them, the air filled with the sound of a city gripped by catastrophe.


  Theo! Theo! This way! Run! In Stanas’ name run for your life! A sound like a flag snapping in a gust of wind, and a scream…


  Eyan, leave it! It’s too heavy! And then a crash, and a cry which ended abruptly. Eyan!


  Names! Men screaming for their wives, wives for their husbands, mothers for their children and children for their mothers. The unmistakeable whoosh of fire billowing, and screams of agony from people and beasts alike. The shattering of glass, the cracking of wood, splintering of stone, cries of warning and then the rumbling roar of a wall coming down.


  In the gathering gloom of the thicker growth of trees Gawain stumbled and lost his footing, barely managing to stick out his right leg to break an otherwise nasty fall. He swung Elayeen off his shoulder, eased her to the ground and covered her body and head beneath his, clutching her close as the sounds of horror rose around them. Before he screwed his eyes tight shut he caught sight of a statue toppled from its plinth to their left, three quarters buried in the forest debris, and then, with his eyes tight shut, he heard the sound of wheels, and a carriage, the dreadful, gut-wrenching screams of a horse thundering clear over the top of them, and then the splintering collision of wood against stone as that carriage collided with the plinth and the statue upon it.


  Yathami! Yathami! Eem fyeran! Eem fyeran! From no more than ten feet behind and to Gawain’s, and the crackling of fire, screaming, deafening, the elf burning alive in the wreckage of the carriage which had toppled the statue.


  Names, and screaming. Peeta! Peeta don’t leave me! from in front of them, then Leeyana! Leeyana this way! to their right, and then the crackle of white lightning and the roar of flames, a brief cry and the shattering of glass. Horrible cries, people and animals burning in the intense heat, the sounds deafening. Wood beams exploding into flame, fire leaping from building to building not by lick of flame or fall of ash and ember, but flashing across narrow alleys and streets such was the intensity of the heat. Sizzling blasts of white lightning, and sickening thuds as it rent people asunder, people running back into the Wheel away from the searing heat of fire in the colleges before them only to be struck down by that dread white fire from the tower.


  A gathering, swirling roar as the rising heat and circular passages began churning the air, a malevolent wind growing, fanning flames, carrying the noises of death and destruction from afar, spreading the horror further out from the centre of the city. Gawain covered his ears, trying to block out the sound, but to no avail, it was all around them, and it was rising from the ground beneath them, all the terrible, indescribable horror of a great city in flames, its thousands of inhabitants, men, women, children and animals choking and dying, trampling over each other to escape the surging, swirling maelstrom of fire that was sweeping them away.


  And then, as the screams and the roar of the flames reached its deafening crescendo, it stopped.


  Silence.


  Total silence.


  And then the sound of weeping, and Gawain’s realisation that the weeping was his own, before the realisation that Allazar and Arramin lay weeping nearby, face down in the dirt, clutching handfuls of leaves and dirt to their ears in their own futile attempts at drowning out the names, the screaming, the sounds. The sounds that had been Calhaneth and all its inhabitants, dying.


  


  oOo


  


  



  8. Water


  


  Gawain clambered to his feet, and gently lifted Elayeen to hers.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “I am unharmed. I have lost my bow. You knocked it from the grasp of my weakened hand when you lifted me,” Eldengaze growled, and as Gawain wiped away his tears with the back of his hand, he realised there was anger in her voice. And not a single sign of fear, or dread, or sorrow on her face.


  “Did you not hear the sounds…?” he gasped, staring at her with fresh horror.


  “I did. Yet there was no threat from them. Before your brightness blinded me as it does now I saw nothing dark. Nor light. I have lost my bow. If I can see the darkness, I can help to destroy it. But not if my bow lies in the dirt, and others are too busy to find it for me. As you said.”


  “I will find it, Eldengaze!” Gawain hissed at her, shaking her by the shoulders, anger at her complete indifference to the horror they’d experience ballooning in his chest, his emotions in turmoil.


  Elayeen simply flicked her gaze up from the safety of his chest and pinned him with her stare, forcing him back a pace. “Do so,” she said menacingly, and held him a moment longer in the grip of the eldengaze before turning on her heel and facing north into the woodlands.


  Tyrane appeared through the trees, blood on his knee from a fall, Kahla and Jaxon behind him and holding each other tightly. Tears stained their faces, horror leaving them pale and wide-eyed.


  “My lord,” Tyrane managed, “I… I sent the lads to round up the horses. Might be a while, the animals were running wild last I saw.”


  Gawain nodded, and drew in a deep shuddering breath. “Which way to the canal, Arramin?”


  “My lord?” the elderly wizard was still trembling violently, debris clinging to his ears and shoulders.


  “The canal?”


  “Oh dear, yes, yes, to the northwest of the centre, yes. I have my north-needle here somewhere, I… I have it here somewhere.”


  “Go, let’s go. I cannot leave this place fast enough. I need to fetch Elayeen’s bow. The rest of you, move on, I’ll catch up in a moment.”


  “Should I accompany you, my lord?”


  “No, Tyrane, it’s not far, back at the edge of the clearing. The danger is past now, I think, until tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “The sound we heard yesterday along the southern avenue, not long after noon? That was the sound we heard just now, just after noon,” Gawain turned his back on them, and strode off through the forest towards the dread heart of the city, breathing hard and, when they were out of sight, allowing the full horror of the city’s death and his lady’s complete indifference to it unlock the floodgates of his tears.


  He found her bow, undamaged, where she had been standing before he’d flung her over his shoulder. He brushed a little loose dirt from it, and then wiped his eyes, and flicked a glance towards the broken dome of the roundtower. Everything was as they had first seen it, as he’d known it would be. The broad and squat roundtower of Calhaneth, girdled by its colonnades, a monument to catastrophe, and, some intuition told him, a monument to the stupidity of the wizards and elfwizards who had, unwittingly or otherwise, caused it.


  Gawain turned his back on the tower and made his way north through the forest. He’d been surprised at how far they’d managed to run before the lightning from the dome began striking at everything within its range, everything from the centre of the tower to the thin and spindly tree line. He was less surprised by how much further they’d gone by the time he caught up with them. He handed Elayeen’s bow to Jaxon and then fell back, and gave a low whistle to call Gwyn to him.


  When the Raheen charger let out an answering whinny and shortly afterward came trotting through the trees, a wave of relief washed over Gawain.


  “Ugly, where’ve you been then?” he patted Gwyn’s neck and tugged her ears. She bobbed her head and nickered. “I know, Gwyn, I know. We all heard it too. It’s all over now. We’ll never hear it again. Never. I promise.”


  He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against Gwyn’s neck, and drew a deep breath through his nostrils, filling his senses with the scent of horse and leather, trying to settle nerves, stomach and hammering heart with the reassuring odours he’d known all his life. He still heard the names of the dead, the seemingly endless litany of names being called in fear, names being called in pain, names being called for help, names being called in the agony of loss… but with each breath he and Gwyn took, they grew quieter in his mind, slowly fading.


  “Beg pardon, milord?” Rollaf asked softly.


  “Aye, my friend,” Gawain sighed, turning around to face the ashen and drawn features of the scout, “What is it?”


  “Beg pardon, milord, one of the packhorses. Took a fall in its panic. Broke a leg. Terryn’s eased its passing, least we could do for it. We’ve put the packs and bundles on my horse, milord. Won’t matter, if we find this canal. Thought you should know.”


  Gawain nodded. “All the other horses are found and sound?”


  “Aye milord, found and sound.”


  “I’ll ask… no, I’ll order the wizard to perform the rite. I’ll not leave the poor beast alone in this miserable forest. Not here. Not alone.”


  “Aye, milord,” Rollaf whispered, his eyes suddenly damp. “Aye.”


  And so it was, the rest of the group moving generally northwest as hastily as possible in search of the canal, while Gawain had Allazar perform the rites for the fallen horse. He himself stood off a ways, watching sorrowfully while the wizard chanted just as he had for the fallen men of Callodon on the road to Jarn, until only the softest of ashes swirled gently in the breeze to mark the passing of the unnamed packhorse.


  Of course, they had to resume their repetitive step-wise back and forth progress through the ruins as they had when they entered the outskirts from the south. But this time, their progress was made all the more fraught by the terror that the ruins represented. Although softened by centuries of weather and the growth of the trees all around, the horror lay fresh in their minds. No-one, and Gawain suspected not even the horses, would ever forget the sounds of Calhaneth dying. No-one except perhaps Elayeen, walking ahead of them all, Kahla’s arm about her waist, the Gorian guiding her unerringly through the circles of destruction while Jaxon walked a few paces behind.


  For three hours they walked, in silence. Further from the centre, life began to return to the woodlands. Insects buzzed. Birds chirped and fluttered. Water gurgled gently in occasional streams, and leaves slowly turning in the approach of autumn rustled in the breezes, the sounds so like the baths to the south they were almost reassuring.


  Then there came a low and eerie sound, like the booming of some vast bell.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain muttered to himself, “What now?”


  “Your lady reports nothing dark, Longsword,” Allazar asserted quietly when Gawain pushed through the horses to join the group.


  “What was it, do you know?”


  “Alas.”


  “Arramin?”


  “I have a suspicion, my… my lord.”


  Gawain noted the tremors still evident in the old wizard’s bandaged hands, the gaunt features, skin drawn tight in the rictus of shock and fear. Arramin’s nerves were hanging by a thread.


  “Anything you can tell us might be of help, Serre wizard,” Gawain said softly, though he knew his own expression was probably of no comfort to the old bookworm.


  “We are nearing the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, my lord. I am sure, unless… unless my north-needle is in error… but it can’t be, unless the discharges…”


  “Wizard Arramin,” Gawain prompted, gently placing a hand on the old man’s bony shoulder dragging the wizard back to reality and away from his frantic tapping of the compass-box, “The sound?”


  “Oh, oh dear me, yes. I think… I think it a barge. Driven by the breezes against the wall of the canal.”


  And as if in reply, the deep metallic boom rolled through the woodland once more.


  “That way,” Allazar pointed.


  “Yes, yes, that way,” Arramin agreed, tapping his compass again.


  And that way they went, skirting obstacles in their path, until, when a third low boom rolled through the trees, their path became clearer. With a great shuddering sigh, Arramin managed a smile of relief.


  “We are beyond the outskirts of the city, my lords. We are beyond the outer circle of Calhaneth.”


  And so they were, another broad avenue ran north before them, narrower than the great south road they had travelled, but an avenue nevertheless, free from obstruction, and brighter thanks to the thinner canopy overhead.


  “How far to the canal, Serre wizard?” Gawain asked urgently, anxious to put as much distance between them and the city as possible.


  “A mile, my lord, just a mile.”


  “Then let’s move…” Gawain paused while another low boom rang down the avenue from dead ahead. “… Let’s move quickly.”


  None could possibly object to such a command. Elayeen’s horse was brought forward and she climbed nimbly into the saddle, and once Jaxon had handed up her bow, they set off, striding quickly, almost breaking into a run, but refraining for the sake of Arramin. Pigeons and crows flapped away in alarm at their approach, and given the horror receding behind them no-one cared, not even Gawain, about the noise of their of own passage through this part of the forest.


  Minutes later, another deep and metallic booming, louder this time, and a stiff breeze carried a hint of fresh water and something else, something vaguely familiar. The sound spoke of something immense and metallic, and if Gawain had trouble imagining what lay ahead of them, poor Kahla and Jaxon must have had no clue. It mattered not, not really, Gawain knew. They would deal with whatever lay ahead when they got there. The only thing that mattered was leaving Calhaneth behind. Forever.


  It grew brighter ahead, much brighter, a light which spoke of a large open space where the sun’s warmth wasn’t blocked by leaf and branch, and as the light got brighter so their pace quickened, and even Arramin broke into a jog, spurring them all on. Another great metallic clang, the sound long, fading slowly like an immense bell vibrating, urging them on, giving them all hope of a speedy departure from this dread place.


  Then the trees thinned, the avenue ended, and they found themselves at the edge of a large stone-lined lake, rectangular, at least a hundred yards across and a hundred and fifty long. In it, moored by slender chains, a dozen or more long and slender barges, metallic, dull grey like the old and worn steel of Jaxon’s ancient Gorian shortsword.


  Another boom, and they saw the reason for it. One of the barges was secured by only one chain at the stern, and it had swung around on the breezes, its bow even now swinging slowly away from the blue-stone dockside it had struck.


  The docksides around the mooring-lake were broad, a thirty-yard expanse of worn blue-stone blocks whose joints fit so well they could hardly be seen. But here, unlike the fire-washed Wheel of Thought daily bleached of all life by whatever power smouldered in the tower, here lichens flourished, and mosses, and where light fell around the tree line, ferns and bracken and grass. The large expanse of water and its wind-blown wavelets lapping around the ancient hulls gave the air a fresh, clean odour, with hints of grease and metal within it.


  “This is the terminus,” Arramin sighed, and Gawain eyed his companions.


  Elayeen of course saw nothing but shapes in the grey backdrop of her world, and her expression was as impassive as it had been since Eldengaze had enslaved her on the road to Jarn. But everyone else was a picture of hope and relief. Hope that they would soon be leaving this place a memory never to be recalled, and relief at finding water where it should be, and these great barges still apparently in good order.


  “The lock gates are yonder, my lords,” Arramin pointed north, towards the far side of the lake, and the dull metal barrier that stood closed there.


  “Lock gates?”


  “Aye, my lord. They give access to the great water road beyond, which is the Canal of Thal-Marrahan. Lock gates are used to keep water levels in sections of the canal even. First, we must obtain a barge, and then propel it to the lock gates. One of us must then open the lock gates, the barge passes through into the canal, and the gates are closed. Then onwards we travel.”


  Gawain eyed the metal barge, watching as breezes swung it towards the dock again, waiting until after the boom and ringing of its gentle collision faded.


  “What about that one? It’s closest. The rest are all chained in the middle of the lake.”


  “That one, Longsword? There’s no telling how long ago it slipped its chains. It could have been banging and scraping against the dockside for a hundred years or more.”


  Gawain shrugged. “Off you go then, Allazar, and fetch one more to your liking. I know nothing of boats. Nor of metal that floats and shows no sign of rust or tarnish.”


  “It is elven steel, my lord,” Arramin explained, “It does not rust like iron nor tarnish and decay like ordinary steel from the forges of men.”


  Gawain folded his arms and eyed the old wizard dubiously.


  “Your sword is much older,” Allazar prompted quietly.


  “Hmmmf. Well, whatever the nature of the metal boat, I’ll leave it to you two to fetch one over. I’m a horseman, not a sailor.”


  “I too,” Tyrane muttered, and Rollaf and Terryn stepped forward to stand by their captain.


  “Alas Serres,” Jaxon apologised, eyeing the expanse of water between themselves and the moored barges. “Kahla and I cannot swim.”


  “And certainly Elayeen cannot,” Gawain asserted.


  What piers there might once have been to give access to the moorings had long since rotted away, though steps and metal posts showed that they had once existed.


  “The problem is far from insurmountable,” Allazar announced softly. “Come, Master Arramin, I shall need your help, I am not familiar with these vehicles either.”


  Gawain watched the two wizards walk along the side of the dock, and around the near corner, heading towards the barge swinging on its chain.


  “Serres, how are we to make these things travel?” Jaxon asked nervously, the strain of Calhaneth lingering upon them all.


  “I don’t know,” Gawain confessed. “I’d not heard of a canal before, nor a barge. I half suspected such things didn’t exist. You, Tyrane?”


  “I’ve heard talk of a canal running between Mornland and Arrun, my lord. They said something about a barge-man, pushing the thing along with a pole or towing it along with rope and horse.”


  “Pushing it with a pole?” Gawain stared at the captain, and then the barges. “That thing must be sixty feet long and fifteen across.”


  Tyrane shrugged. “That’s what they said. And towing it, with rope and horse.”


  “And that’s supposed to get us to Ostinath faster than horseback?”


  They watched as the two wizards approached the barge swinging on its chain, and when the bow struck the dockside, Allazar leapt nimbly aboard, holding out his staff for Arramin to grasp. With a little clumsy effort, the two wizards were soon aboard the vessel, and Allazar shoved hard against the dock with his stick.


  The barge swung away from the dock, its single mooring chain clinking as it went suddenly slack, and those on land watched agog as Allazar thrust his staff deep into the water, pushing the barge around further. Arramin, meanwhile made for the aft end of the vessel, and swung a large lever back and forth. In a very short time, another ringing boom sounded across the moorings when the barge struck its neighbour. In the bows, Allazar reached out to grab hold of the moored barge, and with a short length of chain secured the two together.


  “Will the horses tolerate such travel?” Tyrane asked quietly.


  “They must, though it’ll be as much of a novelty for us as well as for them.”


  “What are they doing now?”


  Gawain shrugged. “Probably looking for one containing a book of instruction on its use.”


  More deep booming, as the two wizards moved from barge to barge, though whether they were looking for some particular characteristic or simply heading for the one closest to the party on land, none could say. But at length, the two of them boarded the last in line of the foremost row, and slipped the mooring chains.


  It was while the two wizards were manoeuvring the barge towards the dockside that Gawain realised that the vessel seemed identical front and rear, as though either end might be the bow or the stern. The long-handled lever Arramin was working had a twin at the other end where Allazar was pushing now with a long and slender pole found on board, perhaps three times the length of his Dymendin staff.


  “We’d better meet them, I don’t know if they’ll be able to bring that thing to us,” Gawain muttered, and the group moved slowly north along the dockside, watching as the barge moved slowly towards the land.


  There were steel bollards fitted with hooked shackles dotted along the dockside, and when the barge bumped and clanged against the stone, Allazar handed a length of chain down to Gawain. It took a moment to understand what was required, and Gawain had to heave the barge forward until he could slip one of the bollard hooks into a link in the chain and secure it. When Tyrane had secured Arramin’s end of the vessel, the wizards stepped up onto dry land.


  “There. It is done,” Allazar announced, leaning on his staff.


  Gawain looked down into the vessel. A metal grating walkway seemed to run the length of the barge on each side, and then some two feet below that lay more metal gratings and plates forming the main deck of the vessel. There was a small covered area each end of the barge, squat deckhouses, with metal benches on which to sit, and strange-looking levers and wheels fitted to large steel panels. His impression that either end could serve as the ‘front’ appeared quite correct, and he assumed from the description of the canal Arramin had given that this was to obviate the need for turning the barge around.


  “How do we get the horses down there?”


  “Ah.”


  “There should be a ramp, my lords, the books spoke of the barges being able to transport warriors and their horses, as well as cargo and livestock.”


  Allazar stepped down onto the barge, and then down onto the main deck. Near the centre of the barge he gave a sudden exclamation, and bent to heave upon one of the metal gratings. It lifted easily, and he hooked it into place on the inside of the walkway.


  Gawain eyed it doubtfully. It sloped gently enough, but the barge was moving, and even though the movement was slight, the horses would need gentle handling. “Best unload the packhorses first,” he declared, “We’ll carry the supplies aboard ourselves. Hai, Gwyn!”


  Gwyn clopped forward on the blue-stone dock and gazed at the metal monstrosity in the water. She snorted, and then uttered a quiet squeal, a sound she hadn’t made in a long time.


  “I know, Ugly, I know. I don’t want to go down there either,” Gawain rubbed her ears gently. “But we have to. We have to leave here, and if you come down with me, the other horses will come down too.”


  Gwyn snorted again, and then nickered, and pressed her head into his chest.


  “I know. But once we get going, it’ll probably be better than swimming, and you know you like swimming. Come on. I’ll go first, you big baby.”


  And trying hard to quell his own nervousness, Gawain stepped down onto the walkway, and softly called Gwyn forward, backing down the ramp as she moved to the edge of the dockside. She swung her great head to the left and to the right, blue eyes wide, the whites showing clearly.


  “Come on, Ugly, look, it’s safe,” Gawain stepped further back down the ramp and onto the level deck, and with a sudden clatter of hooves Gwyn lurched forward and down, down the ramp, shoes skidding on the metal until she made the level deck and bobbed her head, and turned to face the ramp as if considering running up it to the safety of the dock.


  “Hai Gwyn! See! Wasn’t so bad, big ugly baby. Come, let’s get you up the end out of the way and get that saddle off.”


  It took the best part of half an hour to get the horses and provisions aboard the barge; by far the longest time was in manhandling the packages and sacks removed from the packhorses. Once the small herd had seen Gwyn go down into the monstrous maw of the clanging beast, and then saw her head bobbing safely from the bow end, their own fears seemed to fade. A little.


  Arramin stood in the deckhouse at the bow, describing the levers and wheels and their function to Allazar. Elayeen sat on the roof of that deckhouse area, her feet dangling above the walkway, casting her gaze all around while Kahla sat quietly to her side, describing the scene.


  “I must open the lock,” Arramin announced when all were aboard and the ramp taken down. “Are you sure, Master Allazar, you know what to do?”


  “I am, though I will need a pair of stout fellows with strong arms on the poles.”


  “I will gladly help, Serres,” Jaxon declared, “Though I don’t know what to do.”


  “I will show you, Serre Jaxon,” Allazar smiled, though not surprisingly given their proximity to Calhaneth the smile did not reach his eyes.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed. “What must we do?”


  So, while Arramin left the barge, slipped the chains from the dockside and tossed them noisily back aboard, Allazar described how Gawain and Jaxon were to stand either side of the bow, prod the long poles into the bottom of the lake, and walk down the sides of the barge pushing them along.


  They shared a sceptical look, hefting the poles, and then climbed up onto the walkways and took their positions. Allazar himself walked to the rear end of the barge, and stood behind the deckhouse, holding the long lever Gawain had seen Arramin manipulate earlier. Allazar waved, Gawain and Jaxon prodded their poles hard into the bottom of the lake, and began walking towards Allazar.


  They both stumbled a few times, but with the guardsmen of Callodon quieting the horses and all of them looking on nervously, Gawain and Jaxon redoubled their efforts.


  “Now you must carry the poles back to the bow and repeat the process,” Allazar announced when they reached him.


  When they turned, they saw Arramin had reached the north corner of the dock and was walking towards the grey steel gates in the centre. Their pole-walking had propelled them away from the dockside, and to their surprise, the barge was moving under Allazar’s direction straight towards the gates.


  On they poled, the heavy barge drawing closer to the lock, and apart from a gentle lapping of water alongside, they moved smoothly and silently. The horses eased themselves to the sides, watching the land recede on the one side and the waters sliding by on the other. The main decking was below the waterline, and the walkway on which Gawain and Jaxon poled, not much above it.


  The third time they returned to Allazar he called a halt, and all eyes turned towards the gates. Arramin seemed to be struggling with a large metal wheel, and as it slowly revolved, a crack appeared in the middle of the gates, growing larger. A stream of water began to spurt through, then settled into a steady flow, and as the opening between the gates grew wider, a ripple surged gently into the mooring lake.


  “The waters of the lock are slightly higher than in the lake,” Allazar explained, “Those gates have not been opened in a very long time.”


  “Not since the city was destroyed,” Gawain nodded. “Do you think many survived, Allazar, do you think many took barges to Ostinath and to safety?”


  “I do not know,” Allazar sighed, “Though it is my fervent hope they did.”


  But Gawain knew no matter how great the hope, the screaming horror behind them would continue, every day, until whatever wizard-made device was responsible for them finally died, and allowed Calhaneth to rest in peace.


  At a signal from Arramin, Jaxon and Gawain took their positions and heaved on the poles again. Once they’d found their feet, and got the rhythm of it, the work seemed to become easier, the progress quicker, though just when familiarity was quickening their pace, Allazar called another halt.


  The wizard shifted the lever a little, the bow of the barge swung a little to the left, and they coasted through the immense gates, marvelling at the hidden mechanisms which had allowed the elderly Arramin to open them, and now that they had passed through, to close them again. Ahead of them lay another pair of gates, identical to the first, and Gawain finally understood their purpose. He laid the pole down on the deck, and climbed up on the walkway to jump onto the side of the lock.


  “I’ll close the gate, Arramin, is the wheel the same at the other?”


  “Aye, my lord,” the elderly wizard puffed, and flexed his bandaged hands.


  “You shouldn’t have done this alone,” Gawain chided.


  “Oh dear, well, my lord, it is as you said, the elven unguent is powerful stuff indeed, and there is no discomfort but an itching.”


  Gawain cranked the wheel rapidly. “The itching will drive you mad for a day, unless you apply more. You should use it two more days though, so I was told.”


  “Aye my lord, I shall. Thank you.”


  In truth, little effort was needed on the wheel other than the stamina to keep it revolving through its large circumference. Gawain could feel nothing of the mechanisms driving the gates, just a slight resistance to his cranking of the wheel. When, with a deep thud, the gates closed and locked, he stood back and cast a last glance across the lake towards the city. Nothing but trees, of course, blocking his view of all that lay to the south.


  “What did they do?” he whispered, as much to himself as to the wizard.


  “I do not know, my lord. I do not know.”


  They walked the length of the lock and up the steps leading to the wheel of the canal gate, and at the top, both paused, and stared.


  “The Canal of Thal-Marrahan,” Arramin whispered, in awe.


  And awesome it was, stretching away arrow-straight due north, confirmed by the astonished wizard’s compass needle. Some forty feet wide, wide enough for two barges to pass each other in safety, perhaps six feet deep, perhaps a little more or less, the water sparkling in the sunshine. The canal stood perhaps two feet higher than the level of the water in the lock below them, and water gushed in when Gawain turned the wheel and cracked the gates.


  “A great water road indeed,” Gawain agreed. “My compliments, Serre wizard.”


  “Let us be on it, my lord, I beg you.”


  “Yes.”


  When the gates were opened, Gawain stepped aboard the barge and together with Jaxon poled it clear of the lock. Then he returned to close the gates. When he’d done that, he offered to help Arramin board the barge, but the elderly wizard shook his head.


  “There is more to do, my lord, more to do. Did you think you and our friend Jaxon would have to push the vessel all the way to Ostinath?”


  Gawain frowned. “I did wonder, come to think of it.”


  “Then now comes a moment of trepidation, for it is now we shall discover if the wonders of engineering which flourished under the patronage of Thal-Marrahan yet function. Though there is of course the tow-path of blue-stone, which was laid for convenience and to keep the forest at bay, rather than of necessity. Come, my lord.”


  A tall and narrow hut of blue-stone brick, no bigger than a farmyard outhouse, stood back from the path, a dull grey metal door closed against them. Arramin gingerly pulled on the door’s handle, and Gawain stepped forward, easing the wizard aside. It took more effort than the gate-wheel, but with a loud click the handle gave a little, and the door swung open. Within was a single lever, a smaller lever mechanism on its handle.


  “My lord, you must first squeeze the smaller lever on the handle, and holding it compressed, heave back upon the larger.”


  Gawain did as instructed, and this took much more effort. He felt something heavy moving beneath him, and had a sense of immense machinery beginning to move for the first time in centuries. Finally, with a soft click, the lever reached the end of its travel.


  “Now release the smaller lever, quickly!” Arramin urged.


  Gawain promptly let go, and the wizard sighed.


  “Excellent, my lord, excellent! Observe the water!”


  Gawain turned and looked along the canal, seeing ripples racing across the surface.


  “Come, my lord, quickly!”


  Arramin slammed the door of the strange building and trotted quickly to the barge, where Gawain helped him aboard.


  “Push away gently now!” Arramin urged, and so Gawain, with Jaxon’s help, simply leaned over the low gunwale and shoved against the smooth stone of the canal wall.


  “Now, Master Allazar!”


  In the small deckhouse at the stern of the barge, Allazar cranked a wheel, and then heaved on a lever.


  There was a sudden clunk from below the deck, and the barge gave a slight shudder, and with a gentle lurch which had men and horses quickly bracing themselves to hold their footing, the vessel began moving forwards, quickly picking up speed.


  “Dwarfspit!” Terryn exclaimed.


  “My thoughts exactly,” Gawain exclaimed, watching the trees beyond the tow-path passing by at a fast walking pace.


  After about thirty yards of gliding north along the great water road there was slight clunk from below the deck, and the barge began to slow a little. Then there was another clunk, a slight shudder, and the barge picked up speed once more.


  “What was that?” Gawain asked, echoing the alarm he saw registering on other faces.


  “Oh, we have picked up another chain,” Arramin said, sitting on one of the hard metal bench seats under the roof of the rear deckhouse.


  “A chain? Is it broken?”


  “No, my lord, it is a part of the great mechanism which propels us, a part of the wonder that is the canal.”


  There was another clunk, and the faint rumbling below their feet ceased, before once again a clunk as another chain was taken up.


  “Will that happen every thirty yards?”


  “Thirty-three, my lord, the length of an elven chain is thirty-three yards. The canal was built long before the D’ith Hallencloister began its work of standardising measurements, or trying so to do. The canal is filled with the waters of Avongard, and it is the waters of Avongard below us which powers the immense and ingenious mechanism of the canal. Great wheels, turned by the flow of subterranean waters, driving smaller wheels which in turn drive the chains.


  “Below the barge is a mechanism, operated by the lever and wheels here, and that mechanism engages with the chain, thus we are towed along. The same chain passes around other wheels, across the canal and back in a southerly direction, thus any barge from Ostinath would be propelled to Calhaneth.”


  “Dwarfspit, what happens if the chain should break?”


  “We simply pole the barge to the next working chain, my lord. Finally, at the approach to any lock gates which we may encounter, the last chain is disengaged a goodly distance from the gate, allowing the vessel to slow to a halt. It must then be poled into the lock. There, the chains in the foregoing length of canal may be halted to spare the mechanism, and the chains in the next section activated once through the lock to continue the journey.


  “A good watch must be maintained, my lord, for obstructions ahead as well as for any other threat. It is not inconceivable that trees, felled by age or lightning or disease, might lay across the canal. To collide with such an obstacle would not be pleasant for men or horses.”


  Gawain grimaced, eyeing the metal deck-plates and Elayeen sitting upon the forward deckhouse with Kahla.


  “It is astonishing,” Tyrane announced, sitting too, and dragging his helmet from his head.


  “Yes, Captain, it is, and when first I read of the wonder of this feat I could not believe it. Now, to find myself travelling upon the great water road… it is astonishing. The canal was built before Calhaneth.


  “Indeed, it had to be. The stone needed for both the canal and the city was cut and shaped from quarries to the north west of Ostinath. Ostinath itself, and The Toorseneth there, were built from the same stone. They built a length of the canal, sealed it, flooded it, and proceeded. More than a thousand miles, almost arrow-straight, from Ostinath to Calhaneth.”


  “Must you keep saying that name?” Rollaf suddenly blurted, his face the image of agony, “I’d give an arm never to hear that Dwarfspit name again!”


  The scout slid down the gunwale to sit upon the bare decking, wrapped his arms around his knees, and buried his face in them, his shoulders shuddering as he wept. Terryn’s expression was a mirror of his friend’s, and he sat next to the taller man, lightly pressing his shoulder against his comrade’s in a gesture of support.


  When Gawain looked around the deckhouse he saw the dampness in Allazar’s eyes, and when Tyrane gave a choking sob and walked away to sit amongst the horses in the middle of the barge, Arramin too began to weep. Looking towards the bow, and Elayeen sitting there placid and unfeeling, the memory of the horrifying sounds of Calhaneth pressed suddenly to the forefront of his mind once more, and Gawain found himself envying the Sight, and fervently hoping he too would never hear the name of that city again. Some of the names they had all heard in those screaming ruins were their own, or the names of those they loved.


  Water lapped the hull, the deck rumbled and clunked on the chains, birds flitted from tree to tree in the forest, chirping gaily in the afternoon sunshine, but only one person aboard noticed any of it, and she really didn’t seem to care.


  


  oOo


  


  



  9. On the Chain


  


  When darkness began to fall, Gawain and the others were really in no mood to trust their fate to the wonders of ancient elven engineering, and he asked the wizard Arramin if it would be possible to halt the vessel and go ashore.


  “Of course, my lord. We must simply disengage from the chains, and once the vessel has slowed, guide the craft to the edge of the tow-path. It would also be possible simply to drift in the middle of the canal, should you wish to keep a measure of water betwixt us and the land.”


  “Land?” Gawain asked quietly, and received sufficient hurried nods to make his decision. “Land.”


  He watched Allazar crank a wheel, and then push a lever forwards towards a panel, and there was a clunk from below. The barge at once began to slow, and Allazar nipped out of the deckhouse to operate the steering-lever now that it was free to move once again. It seemed the wheel he had cranked served as some kind of brake, locking the steering-levers, tillers, Arramin called them, the chains taking care of the barge’s direction straight along the canal.


  When the craft had bumped alongside the tow-path, Gawain jumped onto the dry land, and caught the mooring chain Allazar tossed to him. Arramin opened a panel in the deckhouse and took out a large metal spike and hammer, and passed those to Gawain. It was a simple thing to poke the spike through a link in the chain and then hammer it into the soft earth bank beyond the stone of the tow-path. This was repeated at the bow of the craft, and then the ramp for the horses was lifted into position.


  Gawain didn’t know which seemed the happier to be on land, men or horses. Gwyn was certainly more than happy to stand on soft earth and grass after hours aboard the barge and she whinnied and pranced in delight. They left saddles and provisions aboard in the shelter of the deckhouses, and once Eldengaze had asserted that ‘nothing dark’ was within range of the Sight, they fed the horses, and settled together on the grass to eat, Elayeen with her back to them all, of course.


  They’d had no lunch, none of them had possessed the appetite for it after the horrors of the city, but once cheese and meats had been broken open, and a keg of wine, hunger got the better of all of them. Even Gawain eschewed the frak in his pocket and gratefully accepted salt pork and a hunk of cheese.


  “Provisions may become something of a concern later, my lord,” Tyrane said softly, and everyone stopped eating. “By later I mean four or five days. Most of the sacks the packhorses have been carrying are feed for the horses. I didn’t know if grass would be found in the forest, in such poor light.”


  “It’s only growing sparsely here because of the width of the canal,” Gawain agreed.


  “I had thought there would be boar and larger game for us.”


  “We can thank the Kiromok for the lack of game. Perhaps when we’ve travelled far enough away from… the city, life will return to normal in the woodland.”


  “Do you think it likely we shall encounter more of those things, my lords?” Arramin asked, his voice still quavering a little from the shock of Calhaneth.


  Gawain shook his head, swallowing, and filled a wooden beaker with wine from the keg. “No. I think our encounter with them was probably our misfortune rather than their planning. I think we were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “How so, Longsword?”


  After a long draught of the weak Callodon wine Gawain took a breath, and looked away into the forest. “I think they were sent long ago, ages ago. Perhaps even hundreds of years ago, the three of them. I think Morloch learned somehow of the dread power lurking within the dome of that roundtower and wished to claim it for himself once his invasion of the southlands was complete. He had the Kiromok sent to deny the ruins to all save his own dark forces.”


  “But why, Serres?” Jaxon stared aghast, “What use would such a terrible thing be?”


  “To one who would destroy the lands for his own twisted purposes it would be a weapon of immense power,” Allazar explained. “But misfortune, Longsword, how could it be simple misfortune on our part to encounter those creatures at the baths?”


  “There was nothing larger than birds in the woodland, once we’d gone a day or more into the forest, remember? No wolf, badger or boar? The Kiromok despatched to hold the city needed to eat, and with nothing living within the outskirts were forced to hunt ever wider of the centre of the catastrophe for their food. In time, the animals were culled beyond the point of survival, or learned of the threat and fled, and so the Kiromok had to move closer and closer to the borders of the forest in search of food. It was just our misfortune, or perhaps good fortune given our success in destroying them, that they were hunting near the baths when we arrived there.”


  Allazar seemed unconvinced, but Gawain’s explanation did seem to match recent experiences.


  “And,” Gawain continued, “Do you remember, before we entered the forest, my lady first looked up to the northeast, then later the northwest? And again during our progress through the forest?”


  “Yes, I do, and though it was alarming, nothing came of it.”


  “I suspect it was something dark on the wing, at the limits of her ability to see it, circling, perhaps aiding the Kiromok in their hunt, or perhaps alerting the Kiromok to our presence. In any event, if those creatures had been hunting miles to the north of the city we would not have encountered them until we ourselves arrived in that place.”


  It didn’t bear thinking about, Kiromok attacking in the midst of the ruins, or worse, in the midst of the horror.


  “How’s such a dreadful thing possible, milord? The noises… after so long…?”


  “I do not know, Rollaf,” Gawain said softly.


  “It was as though the last minutes of the city were impressed into the very stones of its construction, the sounds recorded in them, as words are recorded by ink on paper,” Allazar sighed, staring at the grass in front of him. “I think Longsword was right, whatever the mightiest of mystic minds created in the dome and unwittingly unleashed, it takes power from the sun, drawing it through the day as noon approaches. Then, shortly after the sun has passed its zenith, the dread discharge occurs, and the sounds of that catastrophe are replayed. Only to be repeated, day after day, for so long as that power remains, for so long as day follows night.”


  “And if you approach too close, you’ll be destroyed.”


  Allazar exchanged a glance with Arramin. “Longsword?”


  “There was a bird. A pigeon, flying fast. It would’ve crossed above the tower, but some instinct gave warning and it tried in vain to turn away. The moment it neared the pillars on those blue-stone steps, it was destroyed by a streamer of lightning from inside the dome. It was gone in an instant, nothing but smoke remained. It was what made me cry out to you both.”


  “Aye. Pigeon. Saw it too,” Terryn announced softly.


  There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of horses ripping grass from the bank.


  “A clear night, no rain,” Tyrane sighed.


  “Aye. We should make use of the last of the light for a quick look around, and then settle for the night. If we’re to reach Ostinath as quickly as predicted, we’ll need to sleep on the barge and travel through the nights. That’ll mean look-outs, and all of us learning how to stop that thing in an emergency.”


  “I will gladly teach you in the morning, my lords,” Arramin asserted, though his voice was still a little querulous.


  “Thank you, Serre wizard,” Gawain said softly. “Lady Kahla, perhaps you would be kind enough to help with Arramin’s hands when your duties to my lady are done, please? He’s worked them hard today and if they’re anything like mine were, they’ll itch maddeningly if left untreated.”


  “Of course, Serre,” Kahla agreed, and stood to help Elayeen to her feet.


  “And please make certain my lady sleeps, we all need her well rested. It’s a long way still to Ostinath.”


  That first night out of Calhaneth, Elayeen was the only member of the group who did sleep, the others merely dozing fitfully and starting at every sound in the night.


  


  Next morning, Arramin was as good as his word, and it was a group of weary-looking men who assembled in the forward deckhouse to listen to his explanation of the simple controls. One thing quickly became obvious; unlike a horse or a carriage there was no way of stopping the barge in a hurry. It could quickly be disengaged from the chains at the bottom of the canal which towed it along, but then the momentum of the vessel would continue carrying it forward. A good look-out would be needed at all times, and especially at night. It was of course the barge’s ability to maintain its constant rate along the canal which gave it such an advantage over the horses and effectively halved the travelling time to Shiyanath.


  The horses were less nervous of the barge when they were led back aboard after breakfast, and once the vessel had been pushed off and the chains engaged, the passengers settled as comfortably as they could. Tyrane began drawing up a rota for the watch, and Gawain quietly notified the captain that he would prefer night-duty, late, when Elayeen was sleeping.


  “It’ll prevent my light from dazzling her vision of our surrounds,” he explained when Allazar raised a questioning eyebrow. “I’ll be able to sleep in the rear deckhouse during the day, all being well.”


  “Ah.”


  “In the past, of course,” Arramin sighed, “There was such regular traffic in both directions along the canal that two people could man the barges quite happily, one on watch during the day, and one during the night. Alas, in those days, they faced no real threat, except perhaps the remote risk of a fallen tree.”


  “Alas, Serre wizard, after a thousand years I think the risk of a fallen tree is far from remote. I’m surprised the canal still holds water.”


  “The water is replenished from the Avongard, my lord.”


  “You’ve mentioned this Avongard before, Arramin, what is it?”


  The chain below them rumbled and clunked as a new length was engaged, and Arramin took his white oak staff from his shoulder and sat on the bench seats under the canopy of the forward deckhouse. Gawain, for his part, slipped the Sword of Justice from his back and sat, bleary-eyed, opposite the old wizard.


  “The Avongard is an underground river, my lords,” Arramin announced, settling back against the metal bulkhead behind him. “It runs, they say, from the Dragon’s Teeth in the north, the length of the land, following a great ridge, traces of which we saw on the journey across the plains to Jarn.


  “It is the source of the rivers Ostern and Eramak, where it is forced in part to the surface by some fault in the land, and is likely also the source of the three rivers and the lakes of Elvendere, under which it flows. In elder days it was believed that the waters of Avongard possessed such purity that no evil could cross its flow, and thus during the war between Morloch and the kindred, Morloch’s forces of dark-made evil could not cross from the western wilds to the civilised east.”


  Allazar smiled weakly. “Although, the presence of Elvendere and the elves who dwelled there may also claim some credit for that.”


  “Indeed so,” Arramin acknowledged. “Of course, in time, the superstition concerning the Avongard waned, and there were those at the Hallencloister who rigorously debated the very existence of a single subterranean river. If there were such a thing, they claimed, then in time it would have worn such an immense channel below ground, the surface would have collapsed long ago. They argue instead that there are perhaps many smaller flows dotted here and there, generally following a line which may be inferred from the ridge-ways which are evident in places from the south of Jarn and running northwards. They also dispute the existence of a single ridge running north to south, and that is of course easier to substantiate using records extant from the time of Applinius.”


  Gawain stifled a yawn, and felt the vibration of the chain through the bulkhead behind his head.


  “Yet, that the waters of Avongard flow from Ostinath to… the city in the south, is clear to behold. It is that flow which provides power to the mechanisms driving the chains which propel us, and it is that flow which feeds the canal itself, keeping the waters refreshed and at a working level. It is also that flow which drives the great lifts which we must navigate along the way.”


  “Assuming those mechanisms are still functional,” Allazar added.


  “Oh dear me, yes. Though, given that the chains and locks along this part of the canal are working wonderfully well, it my hope that the immense wheels of the lifts will likewise be in good order.”


  Gawain felt his eyelids becoming surprisingly heavy, and wondered why the voices of the two wizards seemed to be increasingly vague and distant during their discussion about great wheels and water flows and balances. And then his head lurched forward, snapping him awake, and in his haste to appear awake and alert he banged his head into steel of the bulkhead behind him.


  “Dwarfspit!” he sighed, rubbing the sore spot. “I think I shall retire to the rear deckhouse and sleep. Wake me if I’m needed.”


  “Of course, Longsword,” Allazar smiled, though humour was still very far from all their minds.


  Pausing only to retrieve his bedding from his saddle and to give Gwyn a pat, Gawain made his way to the aft deckhouse. Rollaf and Terryn were snoozing quietly in the middle of the vessel, forage caps pulled down over their eyes. Tyrane was already asleep on his blankets on one side of the deckhouse, a cloth tied lightly around his head to block the sunshine from his eyes while he slept. The watch rota the Callodon officer had created had himself and Gawain on deck through the night from midnight to mid-morning, and the rest of the daylight hours divided between the remainder of the party.


  Once he’d settled on his bedroll and cloak and tied a darkening cloth about his own eyes, Gawain wondered at the Callodonians’ ability to sleep with the barge in motion. The vibration of the chains propelling the vessel rumbled and clunked through the metal of the deck-plates, and it didn’t matter which way he turned, he couldn’t get comfortable at all. Although the light from the morning sunshine was blocked out by the cloth around his eyes, colours swam in the darkness and shapes seemed to move in them. He found himself wondering what Elayeen saw when she closed her eyes. The dark-cloth tied around his eyes was one she’d once worn in the Barak-nor, to hide her hair and stop it shimmering like a beacon in the moonlight, so long ago.


  Now here they were, fleeing from the city in the south at a fast walk of a pace, carried along on a rumbling monstrosity floating on a great water road. The city in the south. They all knew its name, yet some unspoken agreement between them all prevented them from uttering it, and had done ever since Rollaf had given voice to all their dread of it yesterday. It would be a long time, Gawain knew, before any of them would speak its name again, if at all.


  Rumbling chains, a clunk, a brief silence, then another clunk, and then more rumbling. Over and over again, each pair of clunks representing another thirty-three yards between them and the city in the south, between them and the screams, and the names, and the horror that would be replayed there shortly after noon. Gawain wondered if they would ever be far enough away not to hear them again, and then the rumbling faded, and his weariness finally overcame his discomfort, and he slept.


  When he woke, moments later it seemed to him, he shifted slightly on his bedding and then with a start realised there was no vibration in the deck-plates, no sound of chains rumbling from below. Gawain sat and dragged the darkening cloth from his eyes, and blinked in the glare of a bright afternoon. Tyrane still slept on the deck across from him, and so Gawain stood quietly, looking forward for the cause of the lull.


  Allazar and Jaxon were on the port side of the barge, using the poles to shove the vessel towards the far bank, and when Gawain stepped up onto the walkway to the side of the aft deckhouse he saw why; a tree had fallen, some considerable time ago by the looks of it, and its rotting trunk and branches blocked almost half of the canal.


  He yawned. Elayeen sat cross-legged on the roof of the forward deckhouse with Kahla beside her, and they appeared to be eating. Arramin stood on the starboard side walkway, his staff held lightly in his bandaged hands, and with a sudden sense of alarm, Gawain realised the two scouts were nowhere to be seen. He decided to leave Tyrane sleeping, and stepped nimbly down on to the main deck, picked up the longsword, and strode forward past the horses and up onto the walkway again.


  “Serre wizard, where are Rollaf and Terryn?”


  “Ah, good afternoon, my lord. The two scouts are on land, they scouted around the fallen tree to note the extent of the blockage, and said they would make what they described as a sweep of the area? I am sorry if we disturbed your sleep, my lord, there is really no need for you to be up.”


  Gawain shrugged. “How long have we been idle like this?”


  “Off the chains? Not long, really, no more than ten minutes. When the obstruction was spotted we released the chain, and once we’d slowed, the scouts jumped the gap to the left bank. Master Allazar and Serre Jaxon have only just begun to manoeuvre us towards the right bank, to pass the obstruction.”


  In truth, even with only the two men on the poles, the barge was making good progress sideways across the canal, as Arramin continued:


  “Once at the southbound side of the canal, we shall pole up past the tree, and then back across to the left bank to retrieve the scouts and take up the northbound chain once more.”


  “And my lady?” Gawain asked softly.


  “Has reported nothing dark. Though she did seem to take an interest in the sky behind us to the southeast several hours ago, but said nothing. Possibly that dark creature on the wing you referred to earlier, my lord.”


  Gawain nodded. Perhaps Morloch had placed some creature on the wing above Calhaneth to keep watch on the dreadful artefact there, and perhaps to guide the Kiromok. But the city in the south was a long way behind them now. Not far enough for anyone’s liking, but far enough that some aerial guardian should no longer be of any concern to them. He hoped.


  “I think I’ll try to sleep some more, Arramin. But wake me if I’m needed.”


  “Of course, my lord.”


  And so Gawain returned to the aft deckhouse and his bedding. Tyrane hadn’t stirred at all, and the young king remembered his own sleepless night as he laid back down and pulled the darkening cloth over his eyes once more. He dozed, listening to the sound of the water gently lapping at the sides of the barge and the occasional metallic sounds of boots on the walkway gratings. Later, he thought he discerned footsteps, and though he couldn’t be sure they were moving at all, he had a sense of forward motion; Allazar and Jaxon poling the barge forward past the obstruction, no doubt. Then something drew him out of the warm and swirling mists of slumber, and he was vaguely aware of the rumbling of the chains once more, and then he sank back into sleep.


  


  Sunset found Tyrane and Gawain sharing a frugal meal in the deckhouse, their bedding rolled up and tucked away under the metal benches. Everyone else had eaten. Elayeen had moved, and was now sitting on the roof above them; the watch would be stationed at the forward deckhouse, and sleepers would use the aft. Allazar and Arramin were on watch.


  When the two men finished eating and were draining their mugs of weak Callodon wine, Rollaf approached and sat on the bench Gawain indicated with a nod.


  “Milord, Serre. Terryn and I made a sweep when we went on land at the fallen tree. Thought you might like to know, nothing big, and nothing recent. No sign of them kirimok things neither.”


  “Birds?”


  “Plenty. More’n before, back in the south. Had another sweep when we went through the gates too, same thing.”


  “There was another lock?”


  “Aye milord, about two hours ago now. Wizard said not to bother waking you for it. Went through smooth. Me and Terryn nipped off while the lock was filling. Land’s a bit higher here than it was, or something.”


  “Thank you, Rollaf. My compliments to Terryn as well.”


  “Milord. One more thing though, Terryn reckons he saw swirling, on the water, over on the eastern side. Says he thought it was fish. Wizard Arramin says it’s very likely. No reason for there not to be, wizard says.”


  Gawain nodded thoughtfully.


  “Thing is, milord,” Rollaf added, “We ain’t seen no sign of fisher birds.”


  “Fish in the placid waters of this canal would be a heron’s paradise,” Gawain agreed.


  “Aye.”


  Rollaf quietly took his leave, and rejoined his comrade in the middle section of the barge near the horses.


  “Is the lack of herons significant, do you think m’lord?”


  Gawain shrugged. “It might be. Bigger birds like open skies and would be easy pickings for anything dark on the wing. The further north we get the better.”


  “Aye.”


  “Come, let’s leave the deckhouse to those about to sleep, and go up front.”


  Once beyond the shelter of the roof, Gawain gave a polite wave to Kahla and Jaxon, but Elayeen studiously ignored him, her gaze cast far over his head towards the north and swinging west. They walked quietly past the dozing scouts, and Gawain paused for a few moments to greet Gwyn and brush a few stray oats from her chin and nose. The horses had been watered and fed, and Gawain made a mental note to pay closer attention to them now he was on the night watch with Tyrane.


  At the forward deckhouse, the wizards sat opposite each other, turning their heads occasionally to glance through the simple portholes cut into the forward panel either side of the chain-lever and controls. The great canal stretched arrow-straight before them, away into the gloom.


  “Good evening, Longsword, Captain.”


  “Allazar. All’s well?”


  “It is. You know of the lock, and the tree?”


  “Yes. I slept through the former, but saw the latter.”


  “Alas I slept through both,” Tyrane grumbled.


  “There was really no need to disturb you gentlemen,” Arramin smiled, “The vessel is surprisingly easy to manoeuvre with the poles. Or so I’m told, for Serre Jaxon would not permit me to help with them.”


  “How are your hands, Serre wizard?”


  “I believe tomorrow morning will be the last application of that miraculous elven unguent, my lord. The skin is healed wonderfully well, and the itching is receding.”


  “You do look much better,” Tyrane agreed.


  “Yes, yes I do believe I am, thank you. Though I suspect we are all much relieved given the distance that grows between us and the city in the south.”


  “Indeed,” Allazar sighed, glancing again out of the porthole.


  “How far do you think we have travelled, Arramin?”


  “Oh dear me, well, I should think we are perhaps eighty miles or thereabouts from the southern terminus. We lost very little time around the obstacle, and in fact it took longer to pass through the lock than around the tree which blocked our passage. We perhaps travelled twenty miles before stopping for the night yesterday, and have gone some sixty more today.”


  Tyrane was impressed. “That’s a good rate.”


  “Yes, and if there are no further obstacles in our path tonight, another sixty miles will pass under us by dawn tomorrow.”


  “Of course we’ll have to stop on occasions,” Gawain yawned, “It’s only about a three-foot jump to the tow-path but I’ll not let Elayeen risk it. And the horses will be glad of some exercise when we do. A chance to stretch their legs and enjoy what grass grows on the banks.”


  “We’ll need to do a bit of hunting too, my lord, once game becomes available.”


  Gawain thought for a long moment. “How would we cook anything bagged for the pot?”


  Arramin stood from the bench, swung it over on its hinges, and lifted a deck-plate. “There is a brazier and griddle, my lord, though it is not large by any means.”


  Soon, four heads were craned over the compartment Arramin had revealed.


  “Big enough for a couple of grilled rabbits,” Allazar smiled happily.


  “Or a pot of stew, though we’d need wood for the brazier unless the wizard can produce a supply of charcoal from underfoot too?”


  “Alas, Captain, I cannot.”


  “Are there any other surprises aboard this craft, Serre wizard?” Gawain muttered.


  The elderly wizard shrugged. “Tools as might be necessary to the barge-men of old, and perhaps also to us,” and he closed the compartment before stepping between Gawain and Tyrane to open another on the port side of the barge. “Hammers, axes, spikes for mooring, lengths of chain and wire rope. A spade too. There are more, of course, in the aft deckhouse. It is a long journey between the two cities, and though there was much traffic along this great water road, the elves of old were well prepared. Of course, they would have had far more comforts than we.”


  “We do have dried vegetables in our provisions, if nothing else we can set our camp-pans upon the brazier and make a nourishing soup.”


  “Wouldn’t take long for the eight of you to exhaust a sack of dried peas, Tyrane. I’m content enough with frak, but there’s little enough of that remaining from our hasty departure from Ferdan. We’ll have to hope for small game, and resort to fish and pigeons if we must when our supplies run low. Though catching the fish will be a challenge without a net, I daresay.”


  “Aye, my lord, unless the wizards know of any means to lure them aboard in numbers?”


  Allazar and Arramin eyed each other briefly, and then smiled and shook their heads.


  “Well, there’s no need to fuss about it now. We can give the matter some thought over the coming days. Apart from the lock and the fallen tree, did anything else of interest occur while Tyrane and I caught up on our sleep?”


  “No, Longsword, nothing of note. Your lady stretched her legs from time to time, though only on the main deck of course. And we did put in briefly for the ladies to avail themselves of a little privacy. These things are of course much simpler for men aboard a vessel such as this and, as you say, there’s barely a yard of water between the canal wall and the walkway.”


  Gawain nodded. “Needs must. I for one certainly don’t begrudge such pauses. I think we ought to avail ourselves of more time on land now we’re under way and far from the city. Now I’ve seen the pace at which the barge travels, it wouldn’t hurt to run or ride ahead along the path, for exercise if nothing else.”


  “True enough,” Allazar agreed, “It’s at night when the barge has its main advantage over travelling by horse. It needs neither rest nor feeding.”


  “What about yourself and the good Captain, my lord? When will you avail yourself of such exercise when on the night watch?”


  “Now would be a good time I think, Arramin, since you mention it,” Gawain smiled. “Our duty doesn’t start until midnight, and that’s a few hours away yet. Do you feel like a stretch, Tyrane?”


  “Aye m’lord, the legs could do with it. I’ll fetch my crossbow first though.”


  Gawain nodded and Tyrane nipped back to the aft deckhouse where he’d stowed the weapon.


  “We’ll come back aboard up ahead,” Gawain announced quietly, then slung the longsword over his shoulder, stepped out of the deckhouse and up onto the walkway, and made the three-foot jump to the tow-path as casually as he might step over a puddle.


  Tyrane emerged from the aft deckhouse and saw Gawain walking briskly along the tow-path keeping up with them, and with a graceful leap, joined him on land.


  “I took the liberty of advising those settling for the night that we were stretching our legs and scouting ahead a little.”


  “Did my lady say anything?”


  “Only that she had seen nothing dark.”


  Gawain sighed, grateful to feel soft earth beneath his boots when they stepped off the tow-path onto the grassy bank. But then he was gripped by the urge to ask a question that had long niggled at the back of his mind, and now, in the aftermath of Calhaneth and alone on the bank with the captain, seemed a good time, and he stopped walking.


  “May I ask you a question, Tyrane? You needn’t answer if you feel it inappropriate.”


  “As you wish, my lord.”


  Gawain paused, and waited as the barge slid onward through the starlit night. “When my lady speaks, does her voice not sound odd to you?”


  “Odd, my lord?”


  “Yes. I have seen her talking with our new friends from Goria, and on occasion with you when you have addressed a question to her. Yet it’s occurred to me, since we left the city in the south, neither you nor anyone else seems remotely distressed or disturbed by the change in her tone since we returned from Raheen.”


  “I have noticed no change in your lady’s tone, my lord, except of course the abruptness of her speech, and the strangeness of her vision. But we all know this is the result of your battle with the dark wizard Salaman Goth. It’s our hope that the elven healers the whitesleeves spoke of will restore your lady to us all.”


  Gawain looked stunned, and if he’d cared to admit it, he was, a little.


  “And her voice… it does not sound as though it came from some ancient crypt, and grate like flint on steel against your nerves?”


  It was Tyrane’s turn to look stunned, and then appalled. “By the Teeth, no, my lord!”


  “Ah.”


  “Does it sound thus to you?”


  “Yes,” Gawain admitted quietly. “Ever since the Kraal’s charge upon you all on the Jarn road, I’ve wondered how you and the others could bear to hear her speak, and marvelled at your diplomacy in saying nothing of it.”


  Tyrane was aghast. “No diplomacy is needed, my lord, your lady’s voice to us is as sweet as it was the day she announced she would go up the Pass to join you in Raheen.”


  “Ah.”


  “Quite obviously it is some foul magic cast upon you by that Goth creature, some dying curse, flung upon your ears after your lady shot the black-eyed bastard’s heart out.”


  Gawain nodded. “Yes, yes perhaps you’re right, Tyrane. Perhaps when we reach Elvendere, all will be well.”


  “May I also be frank with you, my lord?”


  “Always, Tyrane. You are Brock’s man, not mine, and I count you a friend.”


  “The lads and I, Rollaf and Terryn? You should know there is only one thing we would not do for your lady, nor for you.”


  Gawain eyed the captain standing tall and proud in the starlight, the reflection of a waning crescent moon sparkling in the waters of the canal behind him. “What’s that?”


  “We won’t go back there,” Tyrane announced with simple honesty. “Forward to war or to whatever Morloch has in store for us, death or darkness, whatever awaits us in the north. But we won’t go back there.”


  “Nor shall I, my friend,” Gawain replied with equal sincerity. “Come, let’s put a few more yards between us and that place, and overtake the boat. We’ll scout ahead a bit too I think.”


  “Aye, my lord.”


  


  And so they loped quietly along the west bank of the canal of Thal-Marrahan, overtaking the barge with a wave for the wizards on watch, and ahead. The night was fresh, an ocean of stars sparkling and making a clear charcoal wash of the sky. They ran gently until Gawain judged they were about a mile ahead and then slowed to a walk. Before them, the canal continued its remarkable straight path through the forest, and around them, the noises of night birds, but little else save an occasional gentle splash in the canal to speak of fish there.


  “The Empire could move an army through the forest into our lands,” Tyrane said softly, “Who is there here to stop them?”


  Gawain shrugged. “Yet the forest is vast. How would an army live? According to the maps I’ve seen, the terrain to the west is rugged, the ground rocky and with deep valleys. Allazar has spoken of a river gorge, lined with trees, plunging deep into the earth, far to the west. Terrible terrain to march an army across, even with supplies. Arramin would likely know more, from all his reading.”


  “Aye.”


  “They’d have to cross through all that and hundreds of miles of forest just to arrive here. Besides, such forces as the Emperor might possess are more than likely busy with their own problems. As I understand it, it’s really only in the south, and in the region of Pellarn, that the Empire comes close to touching our lands. It’s why they were so anxious to take the Old Kingdom, and why they’re so anxious to hold it, I suspect.”


  “Would elves patrol this far to the south of Elvendere?”


  “I have no idea. I doubt it. Though I do wonder what other great works they possess which we know nothing about. With this canal, and the broad avenue which ran through the woodlands near Jarn, they could have moved an army of elves to the border with Callodon, Juria and Pellarn and no-one any the wiser.”


  “At least we now know why Raheen and Callodon found themselves alone in the fight for Pellarn.”


  “Yes. Aside from their elvishness, elves had a good reason not to travel this great water road south. And from my own studies as a boy, it seems Pellarn was lost even before The Thousand joined with your Westguard and rode for the castletown.”


  “I was there, my lord.”


  Gawain gasped, remembering the one-eyed old soldier who at dawn each day ran the flag of Raheen up the pole atop the Keep. “You saw the battle for Pellarn?”


  Tyrane shook his head in the gloom. “Alas no, my lord. I was on General Jordin’s staff, and we were in bivouac on the banks of the River Ostern. General Jordin called it a ‘jumping off point.’ We’d ridden there, through the Jarn gap, then turned to the northwest. I wasn’t much older than yourself, my lord, at the time, a lieutenant in the General’s staff. My assignment was to support the quartermaster and lay up supplies for men and for horses, and to provide any assistance with the field hospital there if needed. That’s where I first met Healer Turlock, though he was just beginning his career as a whitesleeves. He’d been a village healer before taking the sleeves and the king’s Black and Gold.”


  “I didn’t know Turlock had seen action.”


  Tyrane shrugged. “He was sent forward with a small re-supply group once the main force advanced towards Pellarn Castletown. He came back not long after with the first group of wounded, and remained in the field hospital. But I still remember the day when the Red and Gold arrived, with the Black and Gold on their left flank, up from the south.”


  The captain took a deep breath, and slowed his pace a little, remembering.


  “We heard them, long before we saw them. It was like distant thunder on a clear day, people catching it on the breezes, and pausing in their duties. There was chaos, everywhere. The field hospital was the only place in any kind of order, but having no idea of the number of casualties to be expected they were already over-run with civilians fleeing east. There’d been no warning, nothing, until the beacons were lit and the messages arrived saying the western defences on the Eramak had been burst asunder and praetorians were flooding in… None of us were ready for war. None of us except Raheen.


  “So there we were, supplies going this way and that, the General consulting his books and we junior officers running around trying to find food for everyone and then came this distant thunder, on a clear day. A sudden calm seemed to wash over us as we all paused and looked to the south, as though the answer to everything was about to arrive.


  “Then we saw them, rounding the woodlands to the southeast, glinting in the sunshine like a wave of dancing jewels rolling towards us. General Jordin came out of his command tent, his uniform tunic undone at the neck as always. Who by the Teeth is that approaching? he demanded to know. It is Raheen, General, and the Westguard up from the South-halt, someone shouted back. Well tell ‘em to hold up, I’ll want them on the left flank! the General replied. And I distinctly heard some youthful officer’s voice yell back, over the thundering of those glorious hooves, you tell ‘em Serre! You tell ‘em!”


  Gawain smiled in the darkness, and tried to imagine a young Tyrane screaming at an old coot of a General over the noise of thirteen hundred horses at the canter.


  “They hit the River Ostern in a column of twenty-five, or so they said, I didn’t count, I was too busy cheering. Then the front lines disappeared in a huge cloud of spray where they hit the water. It’s shallow there, a few inches, no more, on a bed of sandy gravel, a natural ford where traders crossed east to west and back, to and from Jarn. That great cloud of spray didn’t seem to end as they thundered through, the Red and Gold and Black and Gold. I thought once they’d passed onto the Plains of Pellarn on the other side of the river, there’d be no river left, so much water did they kick up.


  “We watched them all, riding tall, northwest across the plains towards Pellarn Castle and its town. Invincible. Unstoppable. We watched them all ride back again three days later, though they were not so many. Not so many. We knew, all of us who had seen them before that day, we knew then that Pellarn was lost.”


  “The castle was already in the Emperor’s possession before our forces arrived there, the enemy swept through the defences at the Eramak so quickly.”


  “Aye, so we heard later. It was a hard lesson to be learned, that too much peace is a bad thing when it comes to war.”


  


  oOo


  


  



  10. The Wheel Goes ‘Round


  


  Life aboard the barge settled quickly into a simple routine, and though there were occasional obstructions to deal with, they coped easily enough with fallen trees and boughs. Once, Arramin and Allazar reported that during the day they’d had to pole for a distance, two sections of chain at the bottom of the canal had failed, though of course when or why they couldn’t say. Several locks were passed, and at each, they stopped the chains behind them before starting those ahead. It seemed the correct thing to do, to preserve the mechanisms for posterity if nothing else.


  The scouts had reported an increase in life in the forest, birds of many kinds proliferating, and on the third afternoon out of Calhaneth, Terryn had reported seeing traces of deer. And with Eldengaze assuring all that ‘nothing dark’ lurked within range of her sight, those not actually on watch or sleeping took to walking the horses along the tow-path, either keeping pace with the vessel or riding ahead and allowing the animals to graze on the bank.


  Gawain found himself enjoying the night watch with Tyrane. The captain had a good deal of experience in Brock’s service, and during their long watch through the night, talking quietly in the deckhouse or standing before it at the prow gazing into the water, Gawain learned much about Callodon’s forces. Such as they were. It was small wonder volunteers had been called upon to ride north to Ferdan; what decent cavalry there was outside of a ceremonial squadron at the castletown were on duty with the Westguard. They patrolled a region known as the South-halt, from the salt-marshes southwest of Jarn, all the way north to the source of the River Ostern. Brock would not denude that force and allow Goria free passage onto his plains.


  More than that, though, Gawain knew that night watch meant relief from the grating rasp of Eldengaze, and her complaints about his ‘brightness’. The ache in his heart for Elayeen seemed to tug at his sensibilities much less, knowing that she was sleeping soundly in the shelter of the aft deckhouse. It wasn’t so much a case of ‘out of sight, out of mind,’ but more a case of knowing that while she slept, she was his beloved Elayeen, and Eldengaze had no power over her. It was probably a futile hope, he knew that, but it gave him more peace of mind than he’d otherwise have if he’d had to endure the vision of her in the grip of the Sight during daylight hours.


  There was also the distinct and private thrill of knowing that he had only his own senses to rely on while Elayeen slept.


  With the barge on the chains and Tyrane at the prow, Gawain would spend an hour with Gwyn and the horses, making sure they were comfortable and well tended, and using the spade from the barge’s toolkit to clear up after them if needs be. They seemed content enough now they were used to the vessel and its motion, and since they weren’t being called upon to work too hard, needed less feeding. The grasses growing along the bank beside the tow-path supplemented the grains Tyrane had packed in their provisions, and that helped, as did the exercise on land. Boredom is as unwelcome to horses as it is to people.


  Clouds scudded overhead on that third night out from the city in the south, and when he’d assured himself the horses were sound, Gawain rejoined Tyrane at the prow. There was perhaps an hour before dawn, and two or three before the day watch stirred and had their breakfast.


  “Darker tonight, m’lord.”


  “Aye. New moon soon. Should brighten up after that, assuming clear skies. We might have rain tomorrow from the looks of the clouds.”


  Tyrane nodded, and the two men leaned back against the deckhouse, arms folded under their cloaks. “At least we’ll have a roof over our heads if there is, unlike the horses.”


  “True enough. According to Arramin, a rope would’ve been strung between the deckhouses and canvass covers hauled tight over it to form a canopy for horses and men, should they have needed covering. They’re long since rotted away to nothing though.”


  “I do wonder, m’lord, what the elves must have thought of us, all those years ago. Here, they were building this great water road, hidden chains and mechanisms propelling boats made from a metal that neither rust nor tarnish can mar even after a thousand years. While in Callodon and Juria the people were scratching a living on the plains and living with their chickens in rustic shacks held together with mud and twine.”


  Gawain chuckled. “Mud and twine’s stretching the point a little, Tyrane.”


  The captain smiled. “Aye, well, close enough though, compared to this, and compared to that city in the south.”


  “They also made the thing which destroyed it,” Gawain grimaced. “So they weren’t that wondrous.”


  “Aye. But it does make me wonder. They could’ve swept us all away, had they a mind to. We must’ve seemed like primitive barbarians to their eyes.”


  “In truth, they are a strange people. But I honestly think, just as Allazar said, they would much prefer their traditional life in Elvendere to any conveniences offered by stone-built towns or cities. At least my lady would, and those of her people I’ve met.”


  “Yet they built three cities of stone, according to Arramin, as well as this great feat. And we knew it not.”


  “Yes,” Gawain frowned in the gloom, “Yes they did.”


  “Makes you wonder what lies in store at the city of Ostinath, and this fabled Toorseneth that Arramin spoke of.”


  “It does. Though my lady has said the Toorseneth has lost much of its grandeur over the centuries.”


  “Elves might think it nothing more than a rocky cairn, but it’d still be grander than the Guards’ headquarters in Callodon, which’d doubtless seem nothing more than log cabins to them.”


  “Well,” Gawain smiled, remembering his first meeting with Brock and Allazar, so long ago now. “I seem to recall having breakfast with King Brock at a table in the middle of a group of log cabins.”


  Tyrane gave a single snort of laughter. “I believe there may have been a coat or two of wood-tar since then, m’lord, I doubt you’d recognise the place.”


  “Is that a lock ahead?” Gawain said softly, suddenly serious.


  Tyrane peered into the darkness. “I think so. And unless that’s low cloud, I’d say the land rises steeply before us.”


  “It seems so. Too dark to tell yet,” Gawain pushed forward away from the deckhouse they were leaning against, and loosened his weapons. Passing through a lock at night was no different to passing through one during the day, but night gave enemies an advantage that daylight and Eldengaze denied them.


  As the barge moved closer they saw that indeed it was a massive lock gate barring their way, and that the land rose steeply, the forest seeming to bubble up into the cloud-strewn sky.


  “Looks too high for a simple lock,” Gawain mumbled as they moved into the deckhouse to peer through the portholes by the controls. “At least from my simple understanding of the things.”


  “Aye, m’lord. Strange shape beyond too. I don’t think this is an ordinary lock.”


  With the usual monotonous clunk, the chain below disengaged, and the barge began slowing to a halt. Gawain pushed the lever forward and cranked the wheel, and Tyrane stepped out to grasp the tiller while Gawain made the leap ashore.


  As soon as the younger man had landed nimbly on the tow-path, Tyrane nudged the tiller a little, aiming the prow towards the centre of the lock gates. He would have to wake Rollaf and Terryn for help with the poles once Gawain had the gate open.


  Ashore, Gawain paused by the small hut containing the lever which controlled the chains behind them, and listened. Nothing, save for the gentle sound of water lapping, and the occasional sounds of night birds. He opened the door, and heaved on the lever to still the chains, then softly pushed the door closed until the locking handle clicked.


  A flight of twelve broad and steep blue-stone steps led up to the massive wheel which controlled the southern lock gate, and when he crested them, he stopped suddenly. Beyond the northern gate of the lock pair lay a broad pond, its surface like glass, reflecting patches of starlight and drifting clouds, and towards the northern edge of the pond, an immense and indistinct shape, gleaming dully. A small cluster of identical barges lay moored, silent and unmoving, in the northeast corner of the pond.


  Movement from below drew his attention back to the barge, where Rollaf and Terryn had mounted the walkways, poles in hands, ready to propel the barge gently into the lock. Gawain strode forward to the wheel, unlocked it, and began cranking, watching as a crack appeared in the middle of the gate, water levels beginning to equalise.


  When the barge had been gently eased forward and nestled alongside, Gawain closed the gate and strode forward to speak softly with the three men of Callodon, squatting on the path to talk down at their upturned faces.


  “There’s a large rise, and then a pond, smaller than the one where we found the barges but big enough. You’ll see for yourself when the level in the lock rises. I think we’ve found one of Arramin’s great lifts. We’ll have to rest here for the remainder of the night until the wizards are up and about. Stay close to the side once you’re through the gate, so I can come back aboard, then we’ll pole out to the middle, and wait there for morning.”


  After receiving three acknowledgements, Gawain walked quietly back to the lock controls, and very slowly cracked the north gate. Water at once began flooding into the lock, and he let it flow gently, not wishing to wake the sleepers in the aft deckhouse with a sudden surge. The two scouts kept the barge from scraping against the side of the lock by main force, and when the levels were almost equal, Gawain opened the gate wide.


  Once the barge was locked in to the pond and the gate closed, Gawain stepped aboard, and the vessel was poled out to the middle of the pond where it simply sat idle upon the water. The huge shape in front of them loomed high overhead, dull, metallic, the faint sound of trickling water giving some hint of its purpose. Rollaf and Terryn returned to their bedrolls to doze by the horses, leaving Gawain and Tyrane with nothing to do except keep watch over all of them.


  “Do you think this mechanism will work after all this time?” Tyrane asked, the two of them back in their familiar positions at the prow.


  Gawain shrugged, and nodded towards the barges to the right of the immense shape. “I imagine there is a pond above, perhaps even with vessels moored like those over there in case the lift should fail. At least I hope so. We’re making good time, to have to abandon the canal and walk through the forest for the plains would be disheartening. Not to mention risky given our diminishing provisions.”


  “Aye. Perhaps the deer Terryn saw yesterday afternoon will be more prolific here, and we can get a bit of hunting in, here or above.”


  “I suspect my lady will have the last word on the matter in the morning. It might also depend how long it takes the wizard Arramin to set the mechanism in motion. I’m waiting for dawn and daylight to learn whether my eyes can make sense of the description he gave, a great metal wheel which will carry a barge up into the air while at the same time bringing another down.”


  “Makes no sense to me either, m’lord. If there’s barges above and below, why not just climb up?”


  “I imagine because in the old days, the barges carried tons of stone for construction, and supplies and provisions. I wouldn’t want to have to carry a barge-full of blue-stone blocks from up there.”


  “A fair point m’lord.”


  “Not that it matters much to us really. If the mechanism doesn’t work, we’ll have no choice but to make the climb. And if there are no empty vessels moored up top, then we’ll also have no choice but to abandon the canal, or simply follow it on foot.”


  “Is it my eyes or is it becoming a little lighter?”


  “It’s not your eyes. It took a while to get through the lock, dawn’s approaching.”


  And so it was, little by little, the sky slowly shifting from charcoal to an iron-grey hue. The shape looming above them in the gloom reflected the light, and began slowly to resolve itself, first appearing as an immense wheel, but then more details emerged, and the two men gaped up at the seemingly impossible structure.


  It looked as though a giant letter S had been pierced through the centre by an enormous axle, and encircled by a giant letter O. An identical structure was fixed to the opposite end of the axle some seventy feet from the first. Pivoted on the outermost limbs of the S-shaped construction, vast metal caissons hung motionless, the bottom one in the water, the upper one aligned perfectly with an aqueduct above. As the dawn chorus began, the air filled with birdsong, the function of the immense structure became apparent even to the two men who had never seen such a thing before.


  “I don’t think I like the idea of that thing much, m’lord.”


  “No, me neither. I imagine you simply open the gate at the bottom there, pole the barge into the tray of water in the bottom of the S, close the gate behind you, and then the wheel rotates, carrying you up to the top while bringing the other tray down here.”


  “Indeed. Assuming there’s water in the channel above, it looks to be leaking there.”


  Tyrane pointed up to the caisson suspended from the upper arms of the boat-lift. With sunrise came greater clarity, and they could see the full wonder of the thing; the upper section of canal was an aqueduct of metal, and it projected out from the cliffs facing them a good distance, perhaps sixty feet. Water was indeed trickling from the joint where the caisson met the aqueduct, where enormous metal legs supported the final section of the aqueduct nearest the wheel.


  The sheer scale of the works was breathtaking, and they couldn’t help but gaze in awe at the immense metal structure. Around them, the waters of the pond lay still, scarcely a ripple from the morning breezes. Around the pond, as at Calhaneth, grubby-looking blue-stone paving. But here the expanse of stone was broad, both to the east and to the west, holding back the forest. And clustered around the base of the cliff near the bottom of the wheel, there were a number of stone buildings which, amazingly, seemed intact.


  “Is that a path up to the top?” Gawain murmured, pointing to a dark area beyond the buildings.


  “I can’t make it out clearly, m’lord. It does look like steps carved in the stone there, but there’s too much foliage overhanging to see for certain.”


  “There’s a similar-looking way, beyond the barges. Perhaps two ways up to the top, cut into the stone of the cliff.”


  “It must be a hundred feet or more up to that waterway.”


  “A hundred and twelve, my lords,” a familiar voice announced quietly from behind them. “Oh dear me. Oh dear, dear me.”


  “Good morning, Serre wizard,” Tyrane greeted the elderly Arramin, offering a hand as the old wizard stepped off the walkway to stand beside the captain in front of the deckhouse.


  “We decided not to wake anyone, Arramin, it’s very early yet.”


  “I know, my lords, I know, but I am an old man and it takes very little to rouse me these days. The birds, and the light, and the lack of noise from the chains…”


  Arramin clutched his staff tightly, hands no longer bandaged and no longer needing the see-eelan’s unguent. The old wizard gaped, and blinked, admiring with wide-eyed astonishment the feat of elven engineering before him. Gawain thought he saw tears welling in those aged eyes.


  “D’you think it will work, after all this time?” he asked, and Arramin turned his wide-eyed gaze to the young king. “We were worried about the water leaking from up there.”


  “Oh, oh I shouldn’t be concerned about that, my lords, bound to be a few dribbles here and there. Isn’t it magnificent! Isn’t it magnificent! To see such a thing!”


  Arramin’s enthusiasm seemed infectious, and both men found themselves smiling up at the immense boat-lift towering above them. In truth, it was magnificent, if only for its sheer size, never mind for the power of the minds which had conceived it and the labour which had built it.


  “I never dreamed, my lords, that one day I should find myself here, upon the canal of Thal-Marrahan, gazing up at the mightiest of his works. In all my years of study, in all my readings, never did I come upon a description of a thing from elder times which so captured my imagination, and at the same time defied it, as this.”


  Arramin sighed, and then shook his head. “There are those, I know, at the Hallencloister and elsewhere, who gape and gush over some pile of stones and extol the beauty of architecture, but, well,” and with a brief flick of his hand he dismissed them, “For me it is this, this mechanism, based upon the simplest of principles yet embodying the highest knowledge of its day, this is beauty. This is where thought leaves the wispy and intangible realm of the mind, and becomes solid, and real, and magnificent.”


  “You like it, then?” Gawain smiled.


  Arramin chortled, and wiped his eyes. “Aye, my lords, I do.”


  “For myself, I’m concerned. I don’t like the idea of trusting the horses to it, and certainly not people. Did your books speak of a path up to the top of the cliff?”


  “Not in so many words, my lords, no. Of course there would need to be ways up and down, to support and facilitate the construction of the wheel as well as the canal. There is doubtless a way around and up to the top, but the cliff, as you can see, is almost sheer where it was cut back to accommodate the wheel and also the aqueduct above.”


  They could, now that the sun had climbed above the horizon far to the east; the day was bright, sky blue though puffy clouds spoke of the possibility of rain later. A small area of land behind the wheel and the buildings sloped gently enough and was covered now by trees, but higher up they could see the weathered face of the cliff where it had been sliced almost vertically. Now, in daylight, rocky steps could be seen leading up to the top, but they had been cut long ago, and intended mostly for access to the cliff face for construction work.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain sighed, eyeing their surrounds. “We’d never get horses up that way.”


  “Aye, and people wouldn’t like it much either, m’lord. Still, wouldn’t take long to ride around and up, we could always send the scouts ahead to get the lie of the land?”


  “We could simply take the lift, my lords.”


  “Easy for you to say, Arramin, since you’ll doubtless be over there on dry land operating the mechanism. Which does rather beg the question, how will you get up there?”


  “Oh dear. In my excitement I hadn’t thought of that. When the canal was in regular use, elves lived here, there was a boarding house yonder, and an inn, and accommodation for those who remained here to operate the mechanism.”


  “Well, we’re not leaving you here. I’ll remain with you, and when the others are safely up, we’ll go through the forest and around, and re-join them up top.”


  “I suspect, m’lord,” Tyrane announced gently, “Your lady and the others might have something to say about that. I doubt your lady would have you too far from her sight in unknown territory.”


  “Quite so,” Arramin agreed.


  “I’d be glad to escort the wizard, my lord.”


  “I’m not surprised, Tyrane. Given the prospect of being lifted up in that thing, I suspect there’ll be no shortage of volunteers happy to do so while remaining on solid ground.”


  Tyrane grinned. “Alas, none of them of sufficient rank to trump me, my lord, save of course for your lady.”


  “Hmm,” Gawain scowled in mock disdain. “I think we’ll let the others decided for themselves now that we’re here.”


  “Tsk tsk, my lords, you could’ve been halfway to the top in the time it’s taken to have this conversation.”


  “And stuck there the remainder of our days if the mechanism fails.”


  “It will be a simple thing to test the wheel before its use, we can merely rotate it a time or two to put everyone’s minds at rest, and then operate it in earnest. We shall need at least one or two aboard when we send the barge up, to open the caisson gate and pole the vessel out into the aqueduct. Then shut the caisson gate behind them. They must pole the barge the short distance to the lock gate at the end of the aqueduct, and then pass through into the mooring lake there.”


  “You make it sound as simple as going upstairs, Arramin.”


  “Simpler, really, my lord. For those aboard the vessel it is no different to passing through a lock, as we have done often now.”


  Gawain remained unconvinced, and when he drew a lump of frak from his pocket and pared a slice with his boot knife, Tyrane withdrew to find breakfast for Arramin and dinner for himself, returning a short time later with cheese and salt pork for both of them. The three of them ate, contemplating the great wheel, each with their own opinions of the marvel. To be confronted with such mighty works so soon after the horror of Calhaneth left them all with conflicting emotions, not least of which was incredulity that people capable of such construction could have wrought such destruction at the city in the south.


  Allazar was the next to wake, joining them for breakfast at the prow, and he seemed content simply to gaze in astonishment at their surroundings. Slowly, as the morning advanced, the day watch stirred, and once Elayeen had given her usual pronouncement as to the safety of their immediate vicinity, Gawain and Tyrane took up the poles, and gently nudged the barge to the docking area in the northwest corner, alongside the buildings.


  Gawain and the men of Callodon made a brief excursion to scout the area, but it rapidly became apparent that nothing had disturbed the peace of this ancient dock for a very long time. The horses were brought ashore, and exploration began in earnest while Rollaf and Terryn were dispatched in search of game and exploration further afield.


  The buildings were disappointing. While they gave the appearance of being intact and functional from the outside, the insides told a different story. Wooden joists and floors had long since collapsed and rotted away, leaving nothing but vacant shells. There was, however, a stark reminder of the terror they had left behind them; in what had been the long and capacious boarding-hall for travellers and barge-men, it had apparently been the custom to leave one’s name scratched neatly on the blue-stone wall by the main entrance. There were hundreds of names there, many of which were common and thus familiar, names which had been heard scant days ago, at Calhaneth.


  To the rear of what had presumably been a hostelry or inn of some kind, Allazar discovered a long box made from the same stainless elven metal as the barges and the wheel. He called for Gawain and Tyrane to assist with opening it, the rectangular lid was heavy, fully twenty feet by six. Once they’d lifted it, Allazar let out a delighted cry.


  “Ah! Behold! Master Arramin, come see!”


  Within, there were rows of small metal barrel-shaped containers at one end, in the middle there were metal boxes, and at the other end, in the same dull but untarnished metal, a stack of drums.


  “Oh dear me!” Arramin gasped, rubbing his hands happily.


  “Will someone kindly tell me the reason for the excitement? This lid isn’t getting any lighter.”


  “Ah, apologies, Longsword. Master Arramin, if you wouldn’t mind?”


  Allazar took two of the barrels from the container, handing them one at time to Arramin who seemed to gauge their weight before putting them down. The boxes were heavier, and it took both wizards to heave four of them out and onto the paving. The canisters, however, seemed very light in comparison and in no time half a dozen had been removed and set aside.


  “You may close the lid now,” Allazar smiled, and Gawain and Tyrane eased the lid down, whipping their fingers clear and allowing it to fall the last couple of inches to close with a loud bang.


  Arramin squatted on his haunches, or attempted to, and then gave up and simply knelt on the stone before one of the barrels. There was a small T-shaped handle set in the top of the barrel and he gave it a sharp twist, and then withdrew what appeared to be a long-handled ladle in the cup of which a heavy liquid glistened and dripped. A strange odour drifted up, almost like wood-tar but with an acrid edge that threatened to make eyes water. Arramin promptly returned the ladle and secured it.


  “Ellamas oil,” the old wizard announced.


  “And these must be boxes of pyre-brick,” Allazar released a latch and lifted the lid of one of the metal boxes to reveal small black blocks about two inches cubed.


  “And this is good, because…” Gawain prompted.


  Allazar laughed and replaced the block. “During your stay in Elvendere you had many meals I daresay, but did you ever see a cooking fire there?”


  Gawain frowned, took a breath as if to answer, and then paused. “Actually, now that you mention it, no, I didn’t.”


  “Fire and forests don’t mix,” Allazar smiled, “And trees have many more valuable uses for elves than simple firewood. Thus the pyre-brick and ellamas oil. You’ve seen the brazier aboard the barge? And the large hearth that remains within the hostelry here?”


  “Aye.”


  “The pyre-bricks are placed in the brazier or hearth, and ellamas oil poured over them. The pyre-brick is porous and quickly absorbs the oil which is then ignited. There is a very brief and intense fire which is carefully guarded until, within seconds, it dies. The heat from the intense burning of the ellamas oil is retained within the pyre-brick and is sufficient for cooking. Pyre-brick is much more efficient than charcoal, and lasts much longer, two or three ignitions before it is finally reduced to ash. And, of course, it is considerably safer in woodland than any open flame.”


  “My lady never mentioned it,” Gawain folded his arms. “It seems there’s much about life in Elvendere my lady has never mentioned before.”


  “Well,” Allazar announced a little sadly, helping Arramin to his feet, “Since she is barred from her homeland I imagine she didn’t feel it necessary to mention such day to day activities as cooking. It does mean, however, that we have fuel for cooking aboard the barge should our hunting and foraging prove bountiful. If Terryn and Rollaf are successful this morning, we could even make use of the old hearth inside. It, at least, should still be functional even if nothing else is.”


  “And the drums?”


  “Ah!” Allazar exclaimed, and picked up one of the canisters. “May I borrow your boot knife, Longsword, the lids on these things are pressed on very tight to seal the contents.”


  “It would be remarkable indeed if the contents are preserved and still edible,” Arramin announced. “The longest I have heard of a canister of honey-bars being preserved and then consumed was thirty years, when some were retrieved from shipwreck along the Mornland coast.”


  “Yet the canisters seem intact, and honey does not spoil.”


  “That is true, Master Allazar. I did hear a rumour once, I’m sure, that a wizard of the D’ith Met had stored a can at the Hallencloister to test the longevity of its contents, but I do not recall an end to the experiment. Let us hope, then, that the contents are yet edible.”


  Gawain handed Allazar his knife, and watched as the wizard, with a little difficulty at first, prised open the canister’s lid. The wizard handed back the knife, and withdrew what looked to be a wooden box from inside the container. Opening the lid revealed several rows of dark amber-coloured bars within which some other things lay entombed, like insects in that resinous stone. Each bar was separated from its neighbours by what looked like thick parchment, or thin wooden sheets.


  “Seeds,” Arramin explained, “Washed in wine and encased in honey. Perhaps not as nutritious as your preferred frak, my lord, but certainly very handy to have at hand, especially in winter.”


  “So these are some kind of emergency ration?” Tyrane asked, looking very sceptical.


  “They are. Though children enjoy the sweet taste very much, or so I believe. Would you like to try one?” Allazar offered the small bar to the captain.


  “After a thousand years? I think I’d rather not.”


  “It certainly seems well-preserved,” Arramin remarked.


  “Well,” Allazar replaced the bar in the box and tucked it under his arm. “We can put them aboard the barge and if we find our provisions running perilously low, we’ll have them to hand.”


  Gawain shook his head in disbelief, and helped Tyrane carry boxes, barrels and canisters to the dockside, and then aboard the vessel, leaving the two wizards exploring the small blockhouse which fronted the great wheel lift.


  When the last of provisions, some heavy, some light, had been carried from the shell of the inn to the barge at the dockside and stowed aboard, Tyrane sighed, and brushed dust from his uniform shirt.


  “I wonder who’ll actually be the first to try one of those honey-bar things, my lord?”


  “Not I. If it comes to it, I might order Allazar to sample one before anybody else. Serve him right for being so enthusiastic about taking the things with us.”


  “It would be a wonder indeed if they were still edible after all this time.”


  “You know, Tyrane,” Gawain said quietly, eyeing Elayeen standing on the grass with Kahla and Jaxon near the tree line to the west, “The more we learn of the wonders of ancient elvendom the more I find myself wondering what they have today, about which we know nothing. Have you ever seen such metal containers which can preserve things for centuries? Or heard of this flameless fire-brick? ”


  The captain was about to reply when the ground beneath their feet seemed to tremble a little, ripples spreading across the mooring pond accompanying a deep-sounding rumble of something heavy, something moving. The two men stared first at each other, and then at the blockhouse by the great wheel.


  There was another sound, a great clanking noise, and then rushing water, before a mighty squeal rent the air, and the immense boat-lift of Thal-Marrahan slowly began to turn.


  “Dwarfspit!” Gawain gasped.


  They stared, slack jawed, as the rumbling continued. Water dripped in sheets from the lower caisson as it rose up and out of the pond, axles and pivots giving occasional squeals, louder than thunder, piercing and shrill, reflecting back from the sheer cliff behind as the wheel revolved, the caissons hanging level. Gawain flicked a glance towards Elayeen, but she seemed entirely unconcerned, her gaze casting to the west while Jaxon and Kahla gaped in awe at the impossible taking place before their very eyes. That such a mighty structure could move at all beggared belief, never mind so long after its abandonment.


  There was a new sound, a hissing counterpoint to the low rumbling and high squealing of metal on metal, and Tyrane pointed towards the centre of the enormous wheel, where steam suddenly billowed. At once, they ran across the blue-stone paving of the dockside towards the blockhouse, and saw the reason for the steam; jets of water sprayed majestically up from the ground to the rear of the massive steel legs at each end of the wheel, arcing like fountains, playing cooling water on the main axle bearings as the wheel revolved.


  A fine mist drifted over them, dampening their clothes and darkening the blue-stone around them, and when the caissons reached the midway point and they thought the wheel would grind to a halt, the sprays surged a little, the rumbling beneath their feet seemed momentarily louder, and the wheel continued to revolve. What had been the bottom caisson now rose towards the apex and the aqueduct above, and what had been the upper caisson, dry-bottomed, descended towards the mooring pool, there to touch water for the first time in centuries.


  It took perhaps fifteen minutes for the wheel to revolve through its one hundred and eighty degrees, before it came to a halt with a shuddering clunk. The water jets continued spraying, steam continued billowing from the bearings, and below, they felt rather than heard the rushing of water easing a little.


  Then they heard laughter, great peals of laughter, and then singing, and when Gawain and Tyrane peered around the open door of the blockhouse, they saw Arramin and Allazar, arm-in-arm, dancing a high-kneed jig in a small circle before a panel of levers and wheels vastly more complicated than those which controlled the barge or the chains in the canal. And they sang as they danced in their circle,


  The wheel goes ‘round, and ‘round and ‘round,


  The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round! Hai!


  The wheel goes ‘round, and ‘round and ‘round,


  The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round! Hai!


  The wheel goes ‘round, and ‘round and ‘round,


  The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round! Hai!


  


  Arramin, beaming like a child with a new toy, tears of happiness streaking his face as he danced and sang, suddenly caught sight of Tyrane and Gawain, and behind them, Jaxon, peering through the doorway.


  “Oh dear! Oh deary me!” he announced, stopping abruptly in mid-jig.


  “The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round! Hai!” Allazar finished the stanza, and then saw the reason for Arramin’s sudden halt. “Ah. Longsword.”


  Gawain fought hard against the laughter building within him at the sight of the two wizards, breathing hard and grinning like idiots.


  “So, wizards,” he announced, his voice stern. “Are the Captain and I to understand that the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan goes ‘round?”


  


  oOo


  


  



  11. And ‘Round and ‘Round…


  


  Go ‘round it did, a second time, in reverse. Something to do with lubrication of the bearings, Arramin had said, before taking it through a third cycle, then a fourth, waiting for the bearings to cool between each cycle. Again, something to do with lubrication, Arramin had repeated, and whatever it was that had to do with pumps and pressure and coolants and oils, it worked, and the shrill squealing that had accompanied the first half-revolution of the wheel faded completely.


  Three hours had passed since they’d stepped ashore at the wheel, and both Gawain and Tyrane were yawning in the late morning sunshine. The clouds which had scudded across the sky were thickening though, rain was looking much more likely. Elayeen sat on a grassy bank by what had been the boarding hall near the inn, Kahla sitting beside her and talking away happily. The horses were munching quietly and seemed content, the wizards were busy in the blockhouse, Allazar making copious notes as Arramin explained the controls, and Jaxon was walking around the mooring pool, for some exercise, he said.


  “When do you expect them back, Tyrane?” Gawain shielded his eyes and looked up at the top of the cliff where the aqueduct jutted out and abutted the upper caisson in the wheel.


  The captain shrugged. “Soon, I think. Sooner than now, in truth. They were only supposed to scout for a way up to the top for the horses, and bag anything worth eating in the vicinity. They weren’t supposed to make the climb up there themselves.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t looking for them up there,” Gawain explained. “I was wondering what it would be like to go up in that thing. And with horses aboard, no less. The wizards are itching for someone to make the journey up in the barge.”


  “And you’re hoping the lads will volunteer?”


  “No, I’m just hoping they’ll get back soon so we don’t have to.”


  Tyrane smiled. “To be fair to the wizards, m’lord, the longer we tarry here the less advantage the barge gives us.”


  “True enough,” Gawain yawned. “And each time the wheel goes ‘round there’s another delay while the mechanism cools. I can understand their impatience. They’re convinced it’ll all work wonderfully and they can’t wait to watch a barge-full of people and horses ride up into the sky inside that thing.”


  “The bigger problem will be getting the wizard Arramin up there, assuming the rest of us do ascend in the wheel.”


  Movement at the tree line caught their attention; Rollaf and Terryn returning, and hanging from a pole carried between them, what appeared to be a large dead animal.


  “Let’s hope they also found a gentle path up to the top then, as well as our dinner for the next few days.”


  “Aye, m’lord. Looks like goat stew’s on the menu.”


  “Hurrah for frak,” Gawain mumbled, “Probably a lot more tender than that poor thing ever was.”


  The goat seemed somehow smaller when it and the pole it hung from were laying on the blue-stone paving at their feet.


  “Milord, Serre.”


  “Lads,” Tyrane answered. “Nice bag.”


  “Thank you, Serre, about the only thing nice we got for you though.”


  “Trouble, Rollaf?”


  The tall man shrugged apologetically. “Me and Terryn went out a-ways, planned to look for spoor then swing ‘round to look up at the top of the hill. Only got about three quarter of a mile west though. Trees thinned, ground got rocky, then dropped off sharp, steep slope down.”


  “A gorge?” Gawain asked, hoping for a negative answer.


  “Might be a river at the bottom, couldn’t see. Trees and shrubs clinging on the slope, thickening at the bottom. Pine and gorse mostly. Saw our friend here on the rise, bit north of here. Rocky up there too, looks like the cliff is the end of a long ridge, runs north, like the gorge. Ridge runs straight-ish, gorge is a bit more bendy like, probably is a river down there, but we couldn’t see it.”


  “Is there an easy way up there on horseback?”


  Rollaf grimaced, flicking a glance up at the top of the cliff. “Wouldn’t say so, milord. The goat was happy enough on the slope but not much else’d take to it. Terryn had a look, didn’t get far.”


  “Aye, didn’t get far. Landslide, rockslide, ages ago.”


  Rollaf nodded. “Aye, I’d say from the colour of the ground, ages ago. You could see where someone’d made a way, cut into the side of the rock. Maybe big enough to roll that thing down, nice gentle slope an’ all. But most of it’s gone now, and trees on what’s left of the rest.”


  “Aye, trees. Most of it gone, ages ago. Can’t see where it went, that’s how long ago.”


  Again Rollaf nodded. “If it were recent you’d see the trees brought down, and fresh rock spill in the gorge below. But it’s all old growth down there.”


  “Aye, old growth.”


  “Dwarfspit. I’d hoped for a simple path up.”


  “I think the wheel is supposed to be the simple path up, my lord,” Tyrane said quietly.


  Gawain sighed. “You’re sure about the terrain? One of us will have to take the wizard Arramin up on foot, or by horse. He has to operate the wheel and so must remain behind.”


  The scouts grimaced, and shook their heads. Rollaf steepled his fingers, making the shape of an acute-angled triangle, the apex angle about seventy-five or eighty degrees.


  “Downslope to the gorge is steep, milord. You can see the bottom of the ridge is like a big slab o’ rock resting on a block.”


  “Perhaps the eastern slope is gentler, my lord. Easier to navigate on foot.”


  “I doubt it, Tyrane. If it were, why would they have made a broad and gentle road on the western side?”


  Tyrane shrugged, and frowned. Jaxon finished his circumnavigation of the mooring pond and stood a discreet distance from them, within earshot, eyeing the goat on the ground.


  “P’raps the ground’s too soft on the east, milord? That’s a big lump o’ metal. We heard it screaming clear enough, mile and a half away. They wouldn’t be able to roll that thing across soft ground.”


  “True,” Gawain conceded. “If the ground’s folded up in the west it may well be easier to the east. It’ll have to be tried. West is clearly out of the question. In the meantime, we need to take care of the goat. If we butcher it and cook it on the hearth at the inn as Allazar suggested, it’ll make the stew easier to prepare on the barge.”


  “Good idea,” Tyrane agreed. “Either of you two fancy the job?”


  Rollaf shrugged. “I’m more used to fowl and deer, but I’ll give it a go, Serre.”


  “I’d be happy to help, Serres,” Jaxon announced quietly.


  “You’ve experience of such things, Serre Jaxon?” Tyrane asked politely.


  Jaxon nodded. “We had to prepare our own food in Armunland, so we learned quickly to make a good job of it. When you have to eat what you cook, best to learn to cook well. And in truth, Serres, with Kahla helping the Lady, there’s little for me to do here.”


  “We’d be glad of your help, Jaxon,” Gawain asserted. “Rollaf?”


  “Happy for any help I can get, milord.”


  “Excellent. Terryn, you’re with me and the Captain. I fear we’re going for a ride.”


  And so they were, the wizards striding towards them from the blockhouse, smiling gleefully. The goat was taken into custody by Rollaf and Jaxon, Allazar tagging along to provide instruction in the use of the hearth and of pyre-bricks and ellamas oil.


  “Well, gentlemen, I trust you are now sufficiently free from duties to enable a real test of the boat-lift to be made?”


  The three men eyed each other, waiting for someone to come up with a good excuse. None came.


  “Splendid! Splendid! Now, aboard the barge. I shall come with you to show you the mechanism of the gates. There are two to be operated at the northern end once you’re at the top, only one at this…”


  Arramin continued his description while the mooring chains were loosed and the barge poled out into the pond and towards the wheel and its lower caisson. Once there, the elderly wizard pointed out the large steel ring which, from a perilous position kneeling at the prow, had to be lifted, rotated, and then pulled back to release the gate latches and swing the gate open. When all had attempted the feat and survived the manoeuvre without a dunking, the barge was poled back to the dockside to allow Arramin ashore.


  With the wizard safely in the blockhouse, it seemed somehow to take a lot more time and effort to pole the barge back out and into the caisson before the gate was closed tight behind them.


  “Well then. We seem to be floating well enough.”


  “Aye, my lord. But the tray’s still in the pond and so are we.”


  Gawain sighed. “Arramin’s waving at us. I suppose one of us should wave back.”


  No-one seemed in any hurry to return the wizard’s signal. Ashore, Elayeen and Kahla stood near the edge of the dock, watching, and Gawain caught his breath. From this distance, his beloved looked as she had always done, beautiful, her hair shining in the near-noon sun. From this distance, there was nothing of the eldengaze about her.


  “Dwarfspit. What must be done, must be done,” And with that, Gawain waved back at Arramin.


  Immediately, there was a rumble, and a clank. But no sense of motion at all for those in the barge. The walkway around the barge gunwales was slightly below the rim of the caisson, so the three men standing in front of the forward deckhouse could see clearly around them. To the west, the blockhouse and buildings at the dockside and the woodland beyond. To the north, the caisson gate and the cliff face beyond it. East, the moored barges, dockside, and woodlands. Then there came a slight squeal from the caisson axle above them, and a worried glance towards the blockhouse showed a slight shift in perspective.


  The caisson was rising, slowly.


  Allazar and the two men pressed into service as cooks rushed out from the shell of the hostelry to watch, awestruck, as sheets of water began teeming from the caisson into the pond. Inside the enormous tray, Gawain glanced nervously at the water level, expecting to see the gunwales of the barge slipping down below the rim as water poured out. But none did. The barge floated as quietly and evenly as it had before the great wheel began to turn; if those within closed their eyes, it would probably be impossible for them to judge by senses alone whether or not they were moving.


  But moving they were, the caisson bearings giving an occasional squeal. They found themselves looking down, and Gawain screwed up his courage and moved down the side of the deckhouse, standing on the walkway, arms folded, gazing at the upturned faces perhaps thirty feet below them now. Jaxon stepped forward, and waved both arms above his head, grinning with astonishment. Gawain couldn’t help the sudden snort of nervous laughter that burst from his throat, and he held up a hand to wave back.


  The barge continued to rise, smoothly, seemingly effortlessly, and Gawain watched as the western horizon began slowly expanding away from them, tree tops billowing like green clouds. A quiet ‘my lord’ from Tyrane made him swivel on his hips to look over his shoulder, where he saw the other caisson, filled with water, slowly descending below the horizontal, and beyond it, the vast expanse of forest to the east.


  Spray from the jets of water playing on the main bearing swept over them, cold, like a winter’s mist or the foggy dew of a spring morning blown on a breeze. To the west, the great gash in the forest created by the chasm became more and more apparent, running away to the south-southwest, winding here and there, like a scar in the green skin of the land. Gawain found he couldn’t see the dock below now, they were too high and to do so would mean leaning over the edge of the caisson, something he preferred not to do.


  Minutes seemed to race by, and Gawain glanced up and across at the gated end of the aqueduct jutting from the cliff top, then moved carefully back to lean casually against the front bulkhead of the deckhouse with Tyrane and Terryn. The scout, doubtless used to heights from his earlier life as a woodsman, pointed away to the east.


  “Seems gentler that way, milord, aye it does.”


  Gawain nodded, but with the cliff face obscuring what lay ahead, it was too early to judge the terrain Arramin and his escort would need to cross if everyone else made the ascent in the barge.


  “Few drips from the gate, m’lord,” Tyrane pointed.


  “Aye. At least that means there’s some water the other side of it. How much, we’ll soon find out.”


  A sudden squeal from the caisson axle above them made them all start, but not so much as a ripple registered on the surface of the water below the prow. A glance to the west showed the gorge clearly now, and a glance down, a long way down, showed the dockside, and all those on it still gazing upward.


  Then their attention was drawn to the aqueduct gate, as with great and ancient precision, the caisson reached the apex of its journey, and with an immense clunk which echoed up from the dock below, the wheel locked into position.


  The view north was a little disappointing. Beyond the two gates immediately ahead of them lay the stretch of dull aqueduct, water-filled but of metal, with only a very narrow lip clearly not intended as a tow-path of any kind, but broad enough for man or elf to walk if the need arose. Perhaps fifty yards further north a small lock gate, similar to the one in the caisson, and beyond that, as Gawain had suspected, a broad mooring pool, though perhaps half the size of the one below.


  “There’s the signalling hut Arramin spoke of,” Gawain pointed to the tall and narrow building, identical to the lock control housings they’d become accustomed to on the canal. It was there that barge-men waiting to descend would signal those on duty below of their desire to come down, and to confirm that an ascent had been successful.


  “Easy enough to pole the barge through and test it, I suppose,” Tyrane muttered, perhaps wishing he hadn’t.


  “Why? Once the bearings have cooled or whatever they have to do, Arramin will bring us down. Then we’ll all come up except the wizard and his escort,” Gawain eased himself to the side of the bow and glanced down, giving a wave to Arramin and the others to signal all was well.


  He saw Allazar, Jaxon and Rollaf give a brief wave before they returned to the hostelry and the preparing of the goat, and watched as Elayeen and Kahla turned away to sit once more on the grassy area southwest of the buildings. Suddenly, Arramin began gesticulating, pointing, though at what Gawain couldn’t tell.


  “What’s he want?” Gawain muttered, easing along the walkway to make room for his two companions.


  “He’s pointing at the wall, isn’t he?”


  “Perhaps he wants us to pole the barge through, to test the gates or something?”


  “I don’t know, my lord. Wait, he’s going inside again.”


  Arramin disappeared into the small blockhouse, only to return moments later with his staff, which he started jabbing like a pitchfork in the direction of the cliff face. North.


  “Dwarfspit.”


  “Now what’s he up to?”


  Arramin seemed to be holding the staff like a trumpet now. Then he lowered it, and pointed north again.


  “I think I understand,” Gawain sighed.


  From far below, Arramin’s elderly voice drifted up, barely audible over the sound of the water spraying on the bearing below them. A single word: “Tube.”


  “He wants to talk to us on the signalling device.”


  “Do we pole through the gates, my lord?”


  Gawain pondered. “If we do, we’ll have to go all the way up to the lock by the pool. Then all the way back again.”


  “We have to wait for some time before the wheel can be turned again.”


  “True, Tyrane. But it’d be easier just to nip along the walkway there, and see if this signalling mechanism is functional.”


  “Is that wise? It’s a very a long way down.”


  “I don’t mind, Serres,” Terryn announced, eyeing the sixty feet of aqueduct beyond the gates, between them and the cliff edge.


  Gawain waved at the elderly wizard below, and then all three of them eased along the side of the deckhouse to the front of it. The aqueduct was a much smaller version of the canal they had travelled from the city in the south, a rectangular metal channel, barely broad enough for a single barge, and with grating walkways either side perhaps two feet wide. Perhaps a little less. Of course, sixty feet further on lay the cliff, and perhaps another ninety feet to negotiate before the mooring pool gate and the signalling hut beside it.


  “Thank you, Terryn, but I think the task falls to me.”


  Tyrane looked far from impressed. “Begging your pardon, my lord, I doubt your lady would agree.”


  Gawain shrugged. “She’d probably just say there’s ‘nothing dark’ ahead and then turn her gaze to the east. Besides, it’s only our height above ground that makes the walkways seem narrow. We’ve all walked along the sides of the barge while poling and not fallen overboard. No reason to fret.”


  “My lord…”


  “Trust me, Tyrane. I’ve walked many more dangerous paths than this one.”


  “Really?”


  “Well… I may not be able to remember all of them, off the top of my head.”


  “One example might do, just in case your lady asks, my lord.”


  Gawain blinked, and smiled. “Ah. Well… I once walked around the wall of the Keep at home, which was a bit narrower than that and a lot further. It’s true my mother went berserk, and I thought she was going to wallop my backside all the way to Northpoint and back, but walk it I did.”


  “Then let us hope for the sake of your royal backside your lady possesses a somewhat more phlegmatic disposition when she sees you on the wall of that channel, my lord.”


  “I’ll just have to cross that bridge when we get to it. This one will have to do for now.”


  Gawain adjusted the sword over his back, scraped his boots across the grating, and with a final smile for the captain and the scout, stepped off the prow and onto the side of the caisson gate. Then, with a deep breath, he stepped onto the side wall walkway of the aqueduct, and studiously keeping his gaze fixed ahead, began walking, and humming to himself under his breath.


  The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round and ‘round,


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Hmmf!


  A quick glance down to his right showed the water in the aqueduct to be clear, almost crystal, the dull gleam of metal shining up from the channel floor. There were scrapes in the side wall to his right which testified to ancient mishaps, barge-men in a hurry perhaps, careless of such minor collisions.


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Hmmf!


  It occurred to him then that the last people through the channel may well have been the elves who had dwelled below, together with the last survivors fleeing the city in the south. In such circumstances, bumps and scrapes along the aqueduct would probably be the last thing on the barge-men’s minds.


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Hmmf!


  North, beyond the staging pool, the canal ran broad, straight and level, but in the distance Gawain could see that in places the ridge rose up either side of the great water road. The channel in which it ran had been cut deep in the rock to keep the water level, rather than relying on locks as had been the case in the south. The forest bubbled up either side of the ridge, but on its rockier slopes trees were sparse, and shrubs more common. Grasses too. The horses would eat as well as any goat which made its home along this route.


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Phew! Gawain’s boots crunched as he stepped off the metal aqueduct wall onto the rock of the ridge, and once on secure ground he quickened his pace to the signalling hut by the lock gate. There, he could see the empty pool clearly, mooring posts forlorn and abandoned. The water either side of the lock gate was level, and to his casual glance all seemed in order. He heaved on the latch-handle and swung back the heavy elven steel door, and was confronted by a curious metal tube fixed to the wall, a bell, and a lever. A faded but legible pictogram on the wall explained all, and he rocked the lever back and forth three times.


  A small puff of dust erupted from the flared end of the tube, and suddenly Arramin’s voice could be heard, thin and tinny, and far off, but audible, coming from the tube.


  “Hello? Hello?”


  Gawain stepped forward and placed his mouth near the opening of the tube as the pictogram instructed and replied. “Hello.”


  “Aha! Oh, dear me! My lord! My lord can you hear me?”


  “I can, Arramin.”


  “Hurrah! Oh my, oh this is splendid! I can hear you too!”


  “Hurrah,” Gawain replied. “What exactly did you want, Arramin? Is it urgent?”


  “Is it what?”


  “Urgent. Is it urgent?”


  “Is what urgent, my lord?”


  Gawain sighed. “What do you want, Arramin? Why did you signal?”


  “Ah! I understand! How is the water in the aqueduct?”


  “It’s good. It all looks functional. Do you want us to test the gates?”


  “Eh?”


  “Do you want us to test the gates?”


  “Do they seem damaged?”


  “No.”


  “Excellent. Test if you wish. Open and close. Wheel will be ready in fifteen minutes.”


  “Very well.”


  “Gates must be closed before wheel turns!”


  “I understand!”


  “Wave three times when ready to descend!”


  “Will do.”


  “Goodbye!”


  “Goodbye,” Gawain sighed, and thought he heard delighted laughter echoing up the tube before he stepped out of the hut and closed the door.


  Speaking tubes, he thought to himself, striding across to the lock gate and eyeing the mechanism. Speaking tubes, boat-lifts, canals, barrels of steel that can preserve food and oils for centuries, flameless fires, and all of it made a thousand years ago. What more surprises do elves possess which we know nothing about, or did they abandon it all in the aftermath of Calhaneth? Did they retreat to the safety of tradition after the horror that yet lingers in the city of the south had been unleashed?


  Gawain cranked the handle, watching as the lock gate opened. There was a slight ripple as water moved from the pond into the aqueduct channel, but nothing alarming. He waved at Tyrane and Terryn watching from the prow of barge, then cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled:


  “Testing the gates!”


  He received a wave in return, and continued cranking, watching as the two men in the barge started manhandling the inner caisson gate. He hoped they wouldn’t think it necessary to pole the barge through, but it probably wouldn’t matter one way or the other if they did.


  There was so much he didn’t know about elves, even though he was married to one. And not just any elfin was his bride, but Thalin-Elayeen, daughter of Thal-Hak, Lord and King of Elvendere. He’d spent time in her brother Gan’s province in the east of the great forest, while Elayeen had nursed him back to health. He’d even trespassed into Elvenheth, where no man is permitted to tread, to hack his way through the circle of faranthroth, and also through an elfwizard servant of Morloch, to rescue his dying beloved and carry her to safety.


  And still he knew so little of them and their ways. He and Elayeen had been so wrapped up in each other, and so at the mercy of Morloch-made circumstances, they hadn’t had much time to explore each other’s history. Nor was it possible now, with Elayeen in the grip of the eldengaze.


  Gawain sighed as the gate came to a halt, wide open, and satisfied that all was well, he began cranking the wheel in the opposite direction, closing it. A glance south along the channel showed the prow of the barge in the caisson, both gates wide open there, and the two men of Callodon struggling with a barge-pole to draw the aqueduct gate closed again.


  The trouble with elves is, Gawain thought, they’re too bloody elvish. What was it Allyn and his daughter had said, so very long ago on the Jarn road?


   "Elves! You'll not see them, but you might see their arrows all right, if you set foot in Elvendere! Never was a land so jealously guarded."


  "Everyone knows that to set foot in Elvendere is never to return."


  And yet, Gawain also knew that Morloch had worked long and hard to keep it that way, and much of that elvish isolation was the result of corrupted elfwizards working to keep the kindred races apart, and so perhaps to prevent the Circle of Raheen unleashing its ancient power against the Dragon’s Teeth.


  And yet, Gawain thought, there were few if any elves who cared to dare to defy those elfwizards, and were content to remain hidden and withdrawn from the wider world. Why?


  With a solid clunk the gate locked shut, and Gawain secured the control wheel. He held up a hand, and received two thumbs-up signals and a wave from the men aboard the barge. Their gates were secure again, too. At the signalling hut, Gawain rocked the lever and waited for Arramin’s voice. He didn’t have to wait long.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello.”


  “Is all well?”


  “All is well. All gates are in order.”


  “Excellent. Wheel will be ready shortly. I shall signal when ready.”


  “There are no barges here.”


  “Say once more?”


  “There are no barges here.”


  “No empty vessels in the pool?”


  “Yes. There are no empty vessels in the pool.”


  “I understand.”


  “I shall return to the barge.”


  “Very well! Goodbye!”


  Gawain smiled. “Goodbye.”


  The door secured, and a last look around, and then on a sudden impulse he strode to the lock gate. The channel was perhaps sixteen feet across, the gate somewhat wider since it opened inwards into the staging pool. The gates, two leaves joining at the centre, were about eight inches wide, and of metal. Gawain shrugged, and stepped onto the gate, and began walking to the east bank. If, by some unlikely misfortune he should slip and fall, well then he’d get wet. Hardly a catastrophe…


  He didn’t slip, and once on the east bank he strode across the rocky ground surrounding the blue-stone edging of the pool and gazed down at the forest. The slope was gentle enough, and the trees thinned nearer the top, but the growth towards the bottom was lush, and patterns in the canopy spoke of streams, or perhaps broader waterways which would make the ground soft. Too soft indeed to transport massive structures of elven steel. One strange feature stood out immediately though. A mile or two to the north, and near the bottom of the slope of the canal ridge, what seemed to be a large basin-shaped depression, hundreds of yards across, filled with trees certainly, but it seemed as though a vast circular mass of land had subsided, dragging a great bowl of forest with it.


  It might take Arramin and his escort some time to catch up with the barge, but the eastern route definitely looked to be passable for men and horses alike. But Arramin and Tyrane had been right, the simpler way up was the boat-lift, and now they knew it worked, it was simply a matter of employing it. They had no choice, really, with no vessels conveniently moored in the staging pool. In retrospect, Gawain realised it had been foolish to imagine there would be, with elves living below all year around to operate and maintain the boat-lift there’d be no point in keeping surplus vessels above as well as in the pool below.


  Gawain crossed the gate once more, a little cockily he had to admit when his boot skidded on the smooth metal surface, but he kept his footing. For some reason, he preferred to return to the barge along the same route he’d taken from it, though he couldn’t say why. He paused briefly on the aqueduct walkway where the cliff ended and fresh air began, and looked down. Elayeen was standing on the very edge of the dockside looking south down the canal, Kahla beside her of course. There was no sign of anyone else, the horses grazing on the sparse grasses at the tree line to the west. With a deep breath and a sigh, he fixed his gaze on the prow of the barge, and the two men watching him there, some sixty feet away.


  The wheel goes ‘round and ‘round and ‘round,


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Hmmf!


  And he stepped out, leaving the safety of the land behind him. He’d gone about ten feet when a strange noise stopped him in his tracks and drew Tyrane and Terryn’s attention to the aft end of the barge. A small but sharp clang, as though something had fallen and struck the steel deck. Gawain continued walking, trying not to speed his step while concern for the barge and wheel began to gnaw at him.


  Hmm-hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm! Hmmf!


  It wasn’t working. No amount of thinking of happy dancing wizards nor humming their ludicrous happy wizard dancing song could calm the butterflies gathering in his stomach, especially when he saw Terryn jump down onto the main deck of the barge, then appear at the port side moments later waving what looked like a small stick…


  There was another clang, and this time Gawain saw the blur of the thing which had made it. It was an elven longshaft. A quick glance down showed him what he least wanted to see. Elayeen in classic pose, her longbow drawn, aiming high, and south, and there in the distance, approaching at what seemed to be an impossible speed, a black dot, growing against the leaden skies.


  “Hurry, my lord,” he heard Tyrane announce calmly, before the captain jumped down onto the main deck of the barge and disappeared from view, presumably to retrieve his crossbow.


  Movement from the corner of his eye, and he saw Elayeen nocking another arrow to the string. He glanced up at her target and sudden alarm surged through him. It wasn’t some enormous Graken travelling at impossible speed towards them, it was much, much smaller, and much, much closer, and travelling very rapidly indeed. Gawain heard the twang of a powerful crossbow, saw the flash of a steel bolt zipping towards the black winged creature and realised instantly that he would never make the barge before the thing made him. When a second crossbow twanged, Gawain simply dove headfirst into the water in the aqueduct, only dimly aware of the wings which sliced through the air where he had been standing a moment before.


  The water was surprisingly warm, Gawain thought, as he fought against the weight of his clothes, boots, and weapons, making powerful sweeps of his arms to propel himself up and along the aqueduct. He’d taken a good breath, and intended to use it all as best he could. He could see the dull metal of the aqueduct floor beneath him, and realised that with his height he could probably stand in the water with perhaps an inch or so of his head sticking up above it. Instead, after swimming almost halfway to the barge underwater, he stopped, turned in the water so he was standing on the bottom, and pushed up gently, reaching up to grasp the lip of the aqueduct wall.


  When he eased his head out of the water enough to breathe, he heard shouting.


  “There! There from the east! Look out below!”


  Gawain swung his head around, and saw Tyrane screaming down at those on the ground while pointing behind him. A flick of the eyes showed what looked to be a large, crescent-winged bird speeding like an arrow towards the ground from the east and slightly south of the wheel. He heaved himself up to look over the aqueduct wall, and saw Allazar rushing to knock Elayeen and Kahla from their feet and carry them in his headlong charge into the water of the mooring pond, just as the black shape swept across the pond and zoomed up into the air once more.


  “My lord! Hurry!” Tyrane cried, and Gawain struck out from the wall and swam hard towards the gate at the end of the aqueduct.


  “Down! Down!” another cry, and Gawain plunged under the water once more, thrusting himself forward.


  This time he swam below the surface until he made the gate, then reached up and grasped the top of it, and eased his head up to breathe again.


  “Tyrane!”


  “My lord!”


  “I’m at the gate! Where is that thing?”


  “North! North! North!”


  Gawain turned his head, and heard a curious ‘phut!’ like the snapping of a flag in a gust of wind as a streamer of white lightning shot over the aqueduct wall from below. Ahead, streaking in from the staging pool and heading straight for him was the bird. He took a breath and thrust himself under water, looking up through the water as the creature flashed low overhead, jinking up and over the forward deckhouse of the barge as it went.


  Again, Gawain pulled himself up. “Tyrane!”


  “Wait! Wait! It’s swinging ‘round again!”


  “Dwarfspit! Tell me when it’s clear so I can get over the gate!”


  “Wait! It’s going low! Wait! Now! Now!”


  Gawain heaved himself up, intending simply to thrust himself over the gate and onto the prow of the barge, but it wasn’t that simple. In the water, swimming had been an effort but effective, but out of the water, the weight of his sodden clothes and boots, not to mention his weapons, dragged him back. He kicked at the gate, but it was smooth, metal, and there was no purchase for his boots. A hand suddenly grabbed the tunic and shirt at the scruff of his neck and heaved, and Gawain flopped over the gates like a landed fish.


  “Down! Down! Down!” Tyrane screamed, and Terryn released his hold on the King of Raheen and flung himself down onto the gratings alongside the forward deckhouse as a shadow sped over them.


  “Inside! Quickly!”


  The two men needed no second urging, stumbling along the wet walkway on hands and knees, boots skidding, to tumble the two feet down onto the main deck and scramble into the shelter of the forward deckhouse.


  “Elve’s Blood, what is that thing?” Gawain gasped, dripping.


  “Bloody fast is what it is!” Tyrane asserted, peering through the porthole cut into the front bulkhead and fitting another bolt to his crossbow. “Are you hurt?”


  “No,” Gawain eyed his bleeding knees, scraped badly again for the second time in as many weeks. “What about below?”


  “I don’t know m’lord, I saw the wizard tackle both the ladies into the pond, and Arramin has been loosing his lightning at the creature.”


  “Let’s hope he hits it then. Where is it?”


  “Lost sight of it! It moves too fast for bolts and arrows.”


  “South!” Terryn called, and they swung their heads. The dot was speeding high above the southern canal, straight towards them.


  Tyrane and Terryn levelled their crossbows and paused.


  “Give it a good lead!” Gawain urged, “Much more than you would a pigeon!”


  The shape grew, bolts were loosed, and incredibly, the winged creature jinked up at the last moment, streaking over the bolts as they passed harmlessly through the point where, had no evasive action been taken, it must surely have been struck. Gawain caught a good look at it as it soared overhead zooming upwards, almost vertically, looping towards the east for another pass.


  It had the fork-tailed and crescent-winged silhouette of a common swift or swallow, but with a long and sharply pointed bill. And it was much larger than any swift or swallow of nature’s making, its wingspan perhaps six feet, tip to tip. It was black, and the leading edges of those scimitar-like wings seemed impossibly thin and sharp. But it was the creature’s speed which was truly astonishing, its wings a blur as it powered up into the sky before turning and arrowing down again. It seemed to be aiming itself at someone or something on the ground, and with a sudden sense of alarm, Gawain thrust himself out of the deckhouse and up to lay across the walkway and the lip of the caisson, looking down.


  In the mooring pool, which was perhaps six feet or more deep, Elayeen and Kahla were clinging to the blue-stone dockside, their gaze fixed on the approaching creature. Allazar was treading water in front of them, holding the Dymendin staff aloft one-handed while he thrust at the water with his free hand, trying to keep himself high enough out of the water to provide a shield for the two ladies behind him.


  Gawain could see that shield, a shimmering disc in the air, its diameter perhaps twice the length of the staff. There was another curious phut! and a streamer of white lightning burst from the doorway of the blockhouse, where Arramin held his staff at a low angle, but the black winged beast jinked up again, evading the white fire before flicking south and up over the trees.


  Gawain dragged himself up on his knees and waved frantically, shouting the elderly wizard’s name, but he doubted he would be heard over the sound of the water jets spraying on the boat-lift’s bearings. Arramin obviously saw the movement though, and ducked back into the blockhouse, and there came an immediate clunk and rattle, and the wheel began to turn.


  “South! South!” Tyrane shouted, and a quick glance showed the beast streaking along the broad canal once more, heading straight for them again.


  Gawain shoved himself back onto the main deck, laying on the grating and pressing himself up against the hull. He heard the crossbows release, almost in unison, saw the shadow flit away, and heard Terryn’s curse. Another miss.


  “It’s swinging east again!” Tyrane called, and Gawain pulled himself up onto his screaming knees.


  “It’s going low!” he shouted, and the dark-winged thing was, aiming for their three comrades in the pool. Gawain heaved himself over the walkway again to watch as Allazar, tiring now, raised the Dymendin staff, and his shield, again. Arramin stood poised in the doorway of the blockhouse, staff at the ready, and Gawain suddenly leapt to his feet and made a frantic gesture with his right hand, chopping it back and forth over his head, bobbing up and down as though he were ducking a blade.


  Arramin took a pace forward from the doorway, white fire streamers flickering from the end of his white-oak staff, and Gawain heard the flag-snapping fluttering of the discharges. Then, from his position leaning precariously over the edge of the caisson, he saw Allazar thrust himself up from the water, the Dymendin staff held aloft and the shimmering shield angled high over himself, Elayeen and Kahla. He watched, stunned, as the dark-wing, jinking low under Arramin’s fire, just clipped the rim of Allazar’s shield. It was enough.


  It ricocheted off, spinning, whirling as though it really were a scimitar flung at an enemy, but at incredible speed. Its wings flicked, it twisted and writhed, trying to regain control of its flight and gain altitude, but it failed, and slammed into the trees beyond the grassy verge to the west, where Gawain had last seen Elayeen and Kahla sitting quietly. He distinctly heard several impacts as the creature ricocheted from bough and trunk, but then the hiss of cooling water drowned out the sounds from below as the caisson dipped lower towards the pool, Jaxon and Rollaf running across the open paving to help those immersed in the water there.


  


  oOo


  


  


  



  12. Ups and Downs


  


  “What was it, Allazar?” Gawain asked, the pair of them dripping on the dockside while Jaxon and Rollaf secured the barge by its chains.


  “A Razorwing of the Tansee. It must have been the aerial guardian you believed your lady glimpsed when first we entered the forest, and again when we were on the southern avenue.”


  “Guiding the Kiromok?”


  “Perhaps, or perhaps merely keeping watch over the city in the south.”


  “It would explain the lack of larger birds. Heron and the like.”


  “Yes. They are extremely dangerous creatures, and unlike the smaller birds of nature whose shape and speed they imitate, they do not subsist on insects on the wing. The Razorwing is carnivorous. Nothing on the wing, nothing of nature’s making, could hope to evade it in open sky. Within the forest though, there is safety. We are fortunate the horses followed Gwyn into the trees when your lady commanded she go there.”


  “Elayeen ordered Gwyn into the trees?”


  “Yes, Longsword. It was her urgent shouts of command to the horses that brought my attention to the scene, and away from the cooking of the goat. Fortunately for her, and for Simayen Kahla. Whatever the strength of her Sight and whatever her skill with the bow, she couldn’t possibly hope to bring down a Razorwing of Tansee. It would have sliced them in half and returned to feast on their remains when it was safe to land. It is, of course, a creature of aquamire.”


  “Oh my lords!” Arramin gasped, a little breathless from hurrying to join them after securing the controls of the great boat-lift.


  “Arramin. You understood my signal then?”


  “Yes, my lord, shoot over the creature’s head to force it down, I would not have thought of such a tactic, thinking instead to strike the creature or deflect its attention away from its quarry.”


  Gawain smiled. “You did well, master wizard, and your white fire was considerably more impressive than at the baths. I hope your hands are sound?”


  Arramin beamed. “Indeed they are my lord, though the credit must go to this wonderful staff. Without it, I would have been entirely useless.”


  “Nonsense, Serre wizard,” Tyrane asserted. “You’re a wizard of Callodon. It’s a wonder you could bring us down in the wheel and fight off that Razorwing at the same time.”


  “Oh dear me. Well, far be it from me to diminish your high opinion of me, Captain, but once the controls had been primed I only needed to pull two levers to bring you down.”


  “Is it dead, Allazar?” Gawain asked quietly.


  “What’s left of it is buried in the trunk of a tree, where soon it will decay to ash. They are foul creatures, originally intended to defend open land and guard passes. Can you imagine trying to wend your way along the Downland Pass with one or more of those attacking you? When the war against Morloch intensified and the dark enemy began to realise it would not go well for them, the Tansee created flocks of Razorwings, and launched them against allied forces. They would simply crash into the kindred races, destroying themselves along with their unfortunate targets. They were very effective. Against cavalry, they would swoop low above the ground, taking the legs from horses, against infantry, taking the heads from men and elves.


  “Nor was night any defence, for it is believed that the Razorwing sees the heat of life within nature’s creatures, as well as their shape and colour during the hours of daylight. Thus, they are weapons at any time of day, in any weather. They are not, however, invincible, as you have seen. Their speed and agility is their principle protection.”


  “Then let’s hope there are no more of them. An arrow-straight canal is just the thing to give it a good run-up. Why did it wait until now to attack?”


  “I suspect it was meant to remain in the vicinity of the city in the south, but like the Kiromok it may once have guided, food became scarce and it had to expand the circle of its patrol. Remember, your lady saw something even before we entered the forest north of Jarn. It was seeking food, rather than looking simply to destroy us. Its instructions clearly did not include sacrificing its own miserable existence. I suspect the screeching of the wheel when it was first operated carried far along the canal, and attracted it. Come, Longsword, let’s get out of these wet clothes and leave this place.”


  “Good idea. Elayeen and Kahla?”


  “Are changing clothes too, in what remains of the boarding hall.”


  “They’re unharmed?”


  “Yes, though shaken. For a lady who cannot see to find herself in the water with a lady who cannot swim and a dark enemy in the air was doubtless a trifle unnerving.”


  “So was being stuck a hundred feet in the air with it.”


  “A hundred and twelve, my lord,” Arramin corrected, gently.


  “Remind me, Allazar, when was the last time I killed a whitebeard?”


  “Ah.”


  


  Gawain and Allazar squelched aboard the barge where their saddles and belongings were stowed, and retrieved their spare clothing, changing in the relative privacy of the forward deckhouse.


  “He did well, before you mention it,” Gawain mumbled, towelling himself dry.


  “Yes, he did. And he was quite correct you know, the white oak staff helped enormously in focusing his energies. And a good job too, considering he hasn’t used them in an age.”


  “Do you think that’s the last of the darkness, between here and Ostinath?”


  Allazar shrugged, wringing out his sodden robes. “I certainly hope so. I had thought us already far beyond anything Morloch might have seeded in that lamentable city. I confess, I am astonished by the creatures we have encountered since leaving Raheen. They speak of a level of sophistication in the west which neither I nor Arramin of the D’ith Sek imagined existed there.”


  “Would you have expected Arramin to know of such things?”


  Allazar sat on the metal bench and pulled off his boots, emptying them out while he thought for a moment. “Alas, as a D’ith pat I have no real understanding of the degree of knowledge which is available to the higher orders. I knew of course that to ascend the scale I would need experience in the service of the kindred, then when the Hallencloister felt it appropriate, to sit an examination in the halls there before proceeding. Think of the ranks as a series of locked doors, Longsword, you must first obtain a key before you may unlock the door to discover what lies beyond.”


  “You’ve spent many hours on watch with Arramin, has he given no clues?”


  “He is both wise and erudite, Longsword, and also a wizard of the D’ith Sek. Obviously he knows I am D’ith pat, I was once in service to Brock as is he, but since I am also First of Raheen and have demonstrated a certain degree of power with the Dymendin staff, he speaks openly as though I were an equal.


  “However, he is of the old school, and wants no truck with politics. Thus, he avoids such discussions, and I, in deference to his wisdom, do not press. If that sounds like whitebeard flim-flam then I apologise, but in truth, Master Arramin is, I sincerely believe, precisely what he appears to be: an historian, who long ago abandoned all desire of progress through the ranks of the D’ith once he had access to his beloved libraries. And he is a wizard who would willingly burn his own arms off in defence of the kindred.”


  “In spite of all that, perhaps when you are next able, you might discuss the matter of the west with him. If the enemy in the Empire is stronger and more sophisticated than any of your kind know, we could be in even deeper trouble than we are already.”


  “Indeed.”


  Gawain yawned, towelled his feet and drew his dry boots on.


  “Tired, Longsword?”


  “Yes, Tyrane and I have the night watch, remember.”


  “Of course. In all the excitement I had forgotten.”


  “So had I, but it’s catching up on me now. There’s still much to do though. We need to appoint an escort for Arramin, they’ll need to journey east around the bottom of the slope, then north, and catch up with us somewhere along the way.”


  “Is the way easy?”


  Another yawn, and then a shrug while Gawain heaved his other boot on. “It looks to be, though there is a curious depression in the forest not far north of here.”


  “A depression?”


  “Yes, like a deep bowl.”


  “A sinkhole?”


  “A what?”


  “A sinkhole. It can sometimes happen that an underground stream or river scours away the earth above it, until a point comes when the roof of the subterranean flow can no longer support itself. It collapses, leaving either a hole or a bowl-shaped depression. It depends on the depth of the underground channel.”


  “Oh. Well then, yes, it could be. Filled with trees though.”


  “Perhaps very old. And if so, it might explain why the elves cut a road in the rock on the western side of the ridge when the canal was built. If a sinkhole appeared during the construction of the canal, they would wish to avoid it at all costs.”


  “Well, as long as Arramin skirts it, his journey should be without hazard. There are signs of streams and perhaps rivers too, which might make the going soft in places.”


  Allazar nodded, drawing his dry robes about him and tying his belt. “A sinkhole might have forced an underground flow to the surface there. Who do you suggest as escort?”


  “To be honest, I would prefer to do it myself, but I imagine that’s out of the question. For one thing, Elayeen would doubtless demand to come along, and then so too would you, and we’d all end up on horseback.”


  Allazar chuckled. “Yes indeed.”


  “One of the scouts I think. Terryn, the woodsman. He’s not much for talking but he’s good. I’ll ask Tyrane.”


  Gawain slung the longsword into place, and then paused before gathering his wet clothes. “When she commanded Gwyn and the horses into the trees, how did she sound?”


  “Alas my friend. She spoke as Eldengaze.”


  “Dwarfspit. I had hoped…”


  “I know. I am sorry.”


  “You hear it too, don’t you? That awful quality in her speech.”


  “Yes. Why do you ask?”


  “The others don’t. I asked Tyrane. To their ears, Elayeen’s voice sounds as it always did, sweet and lilting. Tyrane believes it’s a curse upon our ears, inflicted by Salaman Goth, a dying act of spite.”


  “No,” Allazar said softly, “It is doubtless an artefact of the Circles, meant for you and I only to hear.”


  “I guessed as much. But why, Allazar?”


  “I do not know. A sign perhaps, of ancient intent and power, or perhaps it is merely an unintended consequence of our exposure to the Circles. Only time will tell.”


  Gawain nodded, gathered up his wet clothes and laid them out on the roof of the aft deckhouse to dry, waiting while Allazar did likewise.


  “You know,” Allazar said softly as they stepped ashore, “Arramin has taught me the operation of the great lift. He said it would be wise, in the event anything untoward should happen to him.”


  “Are you suggesting we take Arramin up in the lift and leave you below to operate the wheel?”


  “By the Teeth no, Longsword. In the first place, the wizard Arramin would never allow it. In the second place, I would not welcome the responsibility of all your lives, even though I made copious notes during his instruction. No, I mentioned it so you would know a little more of the calibre of the wizard of Callodon.”


  Gawain watched as Rollaf emerged from the tree line across the grassy clearing, Gwyn and the horses following behind him. “Could that dark-winged beast really have brought down a horse?”


  “Alas yes. The Razorwing is accurately named. Not just birds would’ve fallen to its need for food. Any larger animal using the canal to drink would be prey for the creature, as well as for the Kiromok.”


  Gawain shuddered suddenly. “Let’s move quickly, then, and be on our way.”


  “Indeed yes.”


  


  Tyrane and Terryn helped with the horses while Jaxon busied himself laying out the ladies’ wet clothes on the roof of the forward deckhouse. For their part, Kahla and Elayeen stood in their now-customary position forward, hair still damp and glistening in the shafts of sunlight lancing through thickening clouds overhead.


  Rollaf carried a sack of cooked goat aboard, and though it smelled delightful, the bag seemed very much smaller than the animal had been while alive. Two horses remained on the dockside, saddled, and looking a little sad and confused, much like the elderly wizard standing beside them.


  Gawain stepped off the barge, and slowly, with the exception of Elayeen and the two Gorians, the others joined him beside Arramin.


  “So, now comes the ascent,” Gawain announced quietly. “When the barge is safe beyond the lock gate and in the staging pool above, I’ll signal you with the speaking-tube.”


  Arramin nodded. “I shall shut down the wheel and leave it as we found it, my lords. It will take a little time, the bearings must be cooled of course. Then when all is secure, I shall be at the guardsman’s disposal.”


  Terryn nodded, and seemed perfectly content with his role as escort for the old wizard.


  “You’ll have to take care near the sinkhole I spotted, up to you whether you choose to go upslope around it, or swing east. But be careful. You’re both far too valuable to us to be lost.”


  “I’m sure we shall catch up with you all soon. Well before the next wheel, my lords,” Arramin smiled.


  “Which is where, exactly?”


  “Some four days hence, if there are no delays to the vessel’s progress.”


  “Hopefully there won’t be,” Gawain muttered.


  “Indeed, my lords, indeed.”


  “From what I saw up there, the elves cut deep into the ridge in places to keep the canal level. It might be that there are no paths there broad enough for your horses to pass, it’s difficult to say. But hopefully you’ll catch us up long before that. Terryn, it falls to you to find a safe path back to us.”


  “Aye, milord.”


  “Well then, if there’s nothing else?”


  “You will remember to close all the gates behind you, my lord? I should very much like to leave the wheel operational. It is quite a wonder, and I should like to leave it to posterity in working order.”


  “Yes, we’ll remember. Besides, who’s to say it won’t be needed again.”


  On a sudden impulse, perhaps born of the comradeship that sharing horror and hazard instils within a group of travellers bound together on common purpose, Gawain held out his hand to the elderly wizard, a gesture which both surprised and delighted Allazar. He shook Arramin’s hand, then Terryn’s, and there was a brief round of farewells and handshakes before those ascending stepped back aboard the barge while those two who remained cast off the mooring chains and made their way to the blockhouse.


  It took much less time to pole the barge out to the wheel than it had earlier in the day, and it was Rollaf who eased past the two ladies and opened the caisson gate while Gawain and Tyrane poled them into the vast tray. When all was secure, Allazar gave a wave, and with a clank and brief shudder, the wheel began to turn.


  “Feels strange, leaving them below,” Tyrane muttered.


  “Aye, it does. We’ve journeyed far together, and endured much. This is only our fourth afternoon out of the city in the south. I still hear the screaming in my head before sleep, the sounds, and the names. I would not have left them alone here.”


  “Terryn’s a good lad. They’ll catch up soon enough, not as if this thing travels particularly quickly.”


  “True enough.”


  With that, they climbed on the walkway and looked across at the scout and the wizard as the caisson slowly emerged from the water of the mooring pool, water teeming unseen from below. Arramin gave a brief wave, and leaned against his staff.


  “At least the old fellow has seen something from his books that won’t give him nightmares,” Tyrane said over the rumbling of the mechanisms and hissing of cooling water jets.


  “Only because he’s not obliged to travel in this thing,” Gawain muttered, shooting a glance up as the caisson axle squealed again.


  Fifteen minutes or so later, the wheel locked into position, and Gawain and Tyrane stood to the walkways at the prow with the poles while Rollaf struggled with the gates. Below, Gawain saw Arramin emerge from the blockhouse to stand with Terryn, their faces peering upward. He waved at them, and received a wave in return before a breeze sent a cloud of mist and steam billowing, obscuring them. They poled through, secured the caisson and aqueduct gates behind them, and then moved the barge through the lock and into the staging pool.


  Gawain went ashore, opened the door to the signalling hut, and heaved the bell-lever.


  “Hello?”


  “All in order, Arramin,” Gawain called down the speaking-tube.


  “Wonderful! Wonderful, my lord!”


  Gawain smiled sadly. “Catch up soon.”


  “I hope so, my lord! Good luck!”


  “Good luck to you both.”


  “Farewell!”


  “Farewell.”


  Gawain paused for a moment, but nothing further was heard from the tube. With a sigh, he stepped out of the hut, and closed the door.


  Back aboard the barge, with Allazar at the controls and Rollaf and Jaxon on the poles, they locked through the north gate and into the broad and now-familiar blue-stone canal. The gate was closed, the chains started, and once the barge mechanism was engaged, Tyrane and Gawain retired to the aft deckhouse to sleep. Theirs had been a long watch, and the care of all aboard was passed to those on day duty.


  


  It was the deafening roar of rain on the steel roof of the deckhouse that dragged Gawain from sleep, though before he cracked open his eyes and eased the darkening cloth from over his head, he thought for a moment he was back at the western falls of the River Styris in Raheen such was the din. His clothes were dry and neatly folded on the metal bench to the right of him, and Tyrane still slept to his left on the other side of the deckhouse. A pile of horse-blankets and three saddles lay on the deck-plates between them, doubtless stowed there under cover of the roof by the day’s watch when rain had seemed imminent.


  Ahead, the horses looked miserable as the rain teemed, and when Gawain stood, his scraped knees protesting and fresh scabs splitting painfully, he could barely make out the group of companions huddling in the forward deckhouse.


  The downpour was as heavy as he’d seen anywhere in the lowlands, and made all the more uncomfortable for the lack of cover travelling along the canal on the ridge above the forest. Gawain’s stomach suddenly tightened and he counted the horses; Arramin and Terryn hadn’t caught up with them yet. A glance up, and another behind out of the portholes revealed a solid blanket of filthy grey sky, great shreds of cloud hanging down towards the ridge in the south where the rain seemed to drag them from the heavens. The storm was moving west, but slowly.


  Here, as the barge rumbled and clanked as it picked up another chain, the canal was level with the ridge, and bare expanses of rock were barely visible through the teeming rain either side of the blue-stone tow-paths. A few spindly trees and shrubs, and patchy clumps of tough grass offered little comfort for man or beast, and the rain was too heavy for him to see much more beyond.


  Gawain drew a soggy lump of frak from his pocket, still damp from its immersion in the waters of the aqueduct some twenty miles or so behind them. He’d slept for about four hours, or so he judged. Tyrane stirred, and suddenly whipped the darkcloth from his eyes and sat bolt upright.


  “It’s just the rain,” Gawain called over the roar of the downpour on the roof.


  Tyrane blinked, gathered his wits, and stood, only to stoop and roll up his bedding. Gawain did likewise, there was no chance of either them sleeping much now. With bedding stowed on top of the benches in case of flood, the two men sat, Gawain chewing frak and Tyrane nibbling on a square of rather stale-looking flatbread.


  “Someone’s coming!” Tyrane called, and nodded towards the forward deckhouse.


  Someone was, cloaked against the weather, easing through the horses. Once beneath the shelter of the roof the someone threw back the hood of the cloak, and there stood Jaxon in Rollaf’s forage cape, holding out two mess-tins, which steamed a little.


  “Goat stew, Serres, still warm from cooking. It’s a bit tough, but the second warming will soften it some.”


  They took the proffered tins, eyeing the brownish stew and sniffing the aroma. Hot food, welcome as hot food always is in foul weather.


  “Thank you!” Gawain called, and Jaxon produced two spoons. “Is all well?”


  “All’s well, Serres,” Jaxon called back, “Except for the rain, and our two friends not yet returned. Serre wizard Allazar says it’s too early yet, and ground will be softer below because of the rain!”


  “Aye!” Gawain acknowledged, and tested the stew. It was good, simple but good; dried vegetables in boiling water with cubes of grilled goat, a few herbs, and what looked like crumbs of stale flatbread to thicken it a little. He gave a hearty thumbs up, which was matched by Tyrane, and Gawain nodded towards the bench.


  Jaxon shook his head at the offer, and fumbled under his cloak, finally producing the small pack Gawain had never hoped to use but which had seen service already, in the aftermath of the Kiromok attack at the baths. Jaxon put it on the bench, pointed at Gawain’s knees, and then pointed towards the forward deckhouse.


  “Orders!” Jaxon called, though whose Gawain couldn’t guess. Instead he simply nodded, and turned his attention back to his stew while Jaxon raised his hood, drew the cloak tight, and returned to the bows.


  The simple fare seemed to give both Gawain and Tyrane a new energy, as though it were some mystic fuel they had consumed rather than a hastily prepared goat stew heated on a brazier aboard a barge. Gawain applied ointment to his knees, bound them with practiced ease thanks to his encounter with the Kraal-beast on the Jarn road, and after eyeing the bottle of Jurian brandy for a moment, closed up the pack. His saddle was one of the three in the middle of the deckhouse, and he stowed the pack there, he hoped for the last time on their journey north.


  There was a clunk, which they felt rather than heard, and Gawain realised that Allazar had slipped the barge from the chain. Visibility had now become so poor through the portholes in the forward deckhouse, the wizard had decided that the risk of proceeding blind was too great.


  Tyrane cleaned the mess-tins and spoons simply by holding them out in the stream of water teeming from the edge of the roof, and when that was done, the two men sat back against the bulkhead and dozed as best they could. Hours later, the rain eased to a fine drizzle, and voices could be heard without the need for shouting. The barge was back on the chain, and progressing at its normal steady pace.


  “Time to go forward, I think,” Gawain announced, donning his arrowsilk cloak and the longsword.


  “Aye, before the next downpour,” Tyrane agreed, and crossbow in hand and likewise cloaked against the rain, moved out on deck.


  It was gloomy, made darker by the clouds still scudding westward though broken now and showing patches of iron-grey sky above. Gawain eyed the heavens while he said hello to the horses one by one, trying to decide whether or not another deluge was imminent or whether it would make sense to fetch the blankets for the animals. It was too dark and the terrain too uneven to risk allowing the animals a free run along the banks.


  “More rain, milord,” Rollaf announced, guessing Gawain’s train of thought as he made his way aft, “Another couple of hours’ worth to come I reckon.”


  “Aye,” Gawain agreed, seeing the distant flash of sheet lightning on the eastern horizon.


  “They’ll be all right. Guards’ horses them, used to all weathers, out on the plains.”


  Gawain nodded. “No sign of Terryn and Arramin, I suppose?”


  Rollaf shook his head. “Nah, too early I reckon. Terryn’d take it slow, won’t take any risks with the old wizard. Probably camped up for the night now, catch up with us tomorrow.”


  “I’ll be glad when they do.”


  “Us, too. G’nite milord.”


  “Good night, Rollaf.”


  Gawain was talking quietly with Gwyn when Kahla led Elayeen past him to the aft deckhouse, and they passed without a word or a glance, Allazar following close behind. But the wizard stopped beside the young man.


  “Well, Longsword, another night on the chains, and a wet one too.”


  “Aye. Good stew though, should keep us going.”


  “You can thank Serre Jaxon for that, he took charge of it. He’s volunteered to rest in the forward deckhouse, should you need extra manpower in the course of the night.”


  “Are we expecting more locks?”


  Allazar shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I somehow doubt it. About two hours after you retired this afternoon we passed through a part of the ridge where cliffs rose up either side of us, the banks were very narrow there. It must have taken elven engineers an age to cut a path through that rock. They did so to avoid locks, I think. No, I think Serre Jaxon is at something of a loss. The poor fellow has little enough to do and doesn’t enjoy simply being a passenger.”


  “With luck, all of us can be nothing more than passengers, and just coast along the chains all the way to the next wheel. And hopefully Arramin and Terryn back aboard long before then.”


  “Yes. Yes, everyone has felt their absence today. Even your lady seemed most attentive to the south and east, at least until the rains came and we all took shelter. The hours spent off the chain when none of us could see ahead will lessen the distance they’ll need to make up.”


  More lightning flashed in the east, and Gawain shivered in spite of his cloak. A sudden thought struck him. “Why isn’t the deck awash with rain? That deluge filled the mess-tins in no time at all when Tyrane cleaned them, I would’ve thought the barge sunk long before now with all that rain.”


  “I have no doubt that if Master Arramin were here, he would delight in lecturing us all about mechanisms and pumps and lubricants beneath the deck operating to keep us all afloat. I must admit I did wonder myself, but the level against the tow-path hasn’t changed at all.”


  “The wheel goes ‘round?”


  Allazar grinned sheepishly. “Yes, yes it does. Good night, Longsword.”


  “Good night, Allazar. Sleep well.”


  


  As Rollaf had correctly forecast with all the experience of his former occupation, the rain returned a short time later, though it was not quite as torrential as the earlier deluge. Jaxon dozed, sitting on the bench on the port side of the deckhouse, wrapped in a blanket and with his head wedged into the corner of the deckhouse where the hard steel bulkheads of its front and sides met. Gawain and Tyrane sat opposite the slumbering Gorian refugee, the Callodon captain flicking frequent glances ahead through the porthole where water dripped and occasionally blew in.


  The heavy clouds obscured the starlight, and the darkness, while never total, was occasionally splintered by lightning from the east, briefly illuminating the way ahead. For the sake of their snoozing companion, and with the noise of the rain ringing on the metal roof, Gawain and Tyrane were content not to speak. The aroma of stew which seemed to seep through the lid of the large camp-pan stowed under the bench on Jaxon’s side of the deckhouse played havoc with their appetites though, and in the darkness, Gawain resorted to frak and Tyrane to the biscuit-like remains of something he’d kept wrapped in the pocket of his tunic.


  Around three in the morning the rain eased to a light drizzle, and it grew lighter as clouds driven on stiff gusts from the east scudded quickly, and broke, becoming patchy as the rain finally stopped. Then, the sounds were of wind, and the barge on the chains, and occasional distant rumbles of thunder from the storm passing far to the west and the south.


  Gawain spent some time with the horses, fetching their blankets as quietly as possible from the rear deckhouse where the day watch slept. Rollaf cracked a sleepy eyelid, gave a brief nod, then promptly went back to sleep. Elayeen slept on top of the benches on the starboard side, facing the bulkhead, her right arm crooked under her head and her cloak drawn tight. He gazed at her a moment, then flicked a glance at the sleeping form of Kahla nestled under the bench. Allazar slept as Rollaf did, sitting up on the port side benches, the Dymendin staff wedged against the bulkhead behind him and his head leaning on that. It looked to be a most uncomfortable pillow, but the wizard seemed to be sleeping soundly enough.


  As quietly as he could, he left them to their dreams, tended to the horses, then moved forward up onto the walkway to join Tyrane standing in front of the deckhouse. Starlight showed the canal clear of obstructions ahead, and made shadows of distant contours in the ridge either side of the canal.


  “Should have more of a moon in the days ahead,” Gawain said softly, nodded up at the fingernail sliver of moonlight occasionally peeping through the clouds.


  “Aye. Though here on the ridge, visibility is better than it was below in the forest. No trees to block the light.”


  And it was true, their altitude above the great expanse of forest below made a vast bowl of the sky, and an unbroken circle of a horizon.


  There was a clunk from below, as usual, but then silence, which was not usual. They waited for the barge to take up the next chain, but nothing happened. The next section of chain below the barge had either broken or wasn’t functioning, and with a sigh, Gawain announced he’d take a pole, leaving Tyrane to wake Jaxon and to take the controls.


  Together, Gawain and a bleary-eyed Jaxon poled on, trying not to wake the sleepers with their efforts. Tyrane cast Gawain a worried look when they’d gone more than two elven chains without picking up another, until finally there was a reassuring clunk and the vessel continued at its normal pace. Fully three sections of chain in this stretch of the canal of Thal-Marrahan had failed.


  It took a little while before Jaxon went back into the deckhouse to sleep, all three men had been worried about the chains after so long a broken stretch, but when it seemed that the barge was proceeding normally, they relaxed.


  “Light enough for a walk alongside, m’lord.”


  “Not tonight, Tyrane. I’d rather we were a bit further on from where that Razorwing hunted for its food,” Gawain glanced at the officer, who returned the sudden worried look.


  “An excellent point, and well-made m’lord,” Tyrane announced, and both men promptly left their exposed position in front of the deckhouse and returned to the relative safety within it.


  


  oOo


  


  


  



  13. Birds


  


  The barge trundled northward along the chains through the remainder of the night, and there was no further ado to disturb its progress or the slumber of those sleeping aboard the vessel. Gawain and Tyrane took it in turns to stand watch at the porthole lest some unforeseen obstruction block their path, and there being none when the sun rose, Gawain attended to the horses again.


  They were restless, and not particularly happy. From their vantage high up on the ridge they could see the vast expanse of forest to the east and west, but more than that, they could see the grasses clinging to the poor and wind-blown soil on each bank of the canal. While it was true that the animals were used to life in the Callodon Guard, they were far from used to spending long periods of time standing on the metal deck of a floating monster rumbling its way along a great water road.


  With sunrise though came a better appreciation of the landscape around them, and more importantly ahead of them, and Gawain decided that depending on Elayeen’s early morning pronouncements concerning things dark, the horses and he would enjoy a good run. They would have to come off the chain and pause for a while anyway, to permit the ladies time ashore.


  Rollaf and Allazar were the first to rise, and they left the ladies sleeping to join the other three men in the forward deckhouse. Gawain briefed them about the broken chains while they ate a frugal and unappetising breakfast.


  “And apart from that, it was quiet,” Gawain yawned. “Looks like it should be a dry and sunny day. When Elayeen and Kahla are up and about and we put in to the side, I’ll take the horses out. They’ll be happier on land after all the excitement yesterday.”


  Allazar agreed. “Perhaps while the horses are on land, we could set up the brazier to warm the stew, and also some breakfast wine. The animals were a little unsettled by the brief flaring of the ellamas oil yesterday, and the odour of the pyre-brick.”


  The thought of warmed Callodon wine after their long night in the chilly metal confines of the deckhouse was an appealing one, and in short order the saddles and other items stowed in the dry under the forward deckhouse were moved aside and the brazier and its accoutrements lifted from the compartment Arramin had revealed to them. Allazar also produced the box of ancient honey-bars from under the bench and offered them around, rather hopefully.


  “You go first,” Gawain suggested.


  “Ah. Well, perhaps another day.”


  “No, no, I insist, Master Wizard of Raheen,” Gawain added pointedly, smiling wickedly in the morning sunshine.


  “Ah.”


  Allazar took one of the dark amber bars from the box, and sniffed it. Then held it up to the light, and squinted, then pressed the bar to his eye as if trying to see through it.


  “Wine-washed seeds, I think Arramin said,” Gawain prompted, “Sealed in honey.”


  “I’ll try some, Serres,” Jaxon suddenly announced.


  “It’s centuries old, Jaxon,” Gawain explained, “It’s been in a box in a steel drum for perhaps a thousand years.”


  Jaxon shrugged, staring at the bar Allazar held. “Honey was a rare treat in Armunland, had to be smuggled from the hives. Most all of it went to the Tals, some to the Talguard, what’s left to the overseers. Only the sick received any, and then only with permission.”


  “It can’t possibly do any harm, Longsword,” Allazar said quietly, while in the aft deckhouse beyond the horses, the ladies began to stir.


  “That being so, you won’t mind testing it first then,” Gawain announced firmly.


  Allazar sighed, and opened the box again, and handed a bar to Jaxon. “I shall go first. If I do not promptly expire from some exotic and hitherto unheard of poisoning, then I shall be happy to enjoy this elven delicacy with our friend from the west.”


  “Thank you, Serres!” Jaxon exclaimed, eyes wide with wonder at the size of the bar he held before him.


  Allazar tentatively poked out his tongue, moving the bar slowly towards his mouth, and while Gawain and Tyrane stared transfixed, with their own tongues putting in an involuntary appearance, Jaxon simply stuffed the corner of his bar into mouth and bit down.


  There was an audible crack as he drew the bar away, a chunk missing from the corner. “Iffth deliffifth!” he mumbled, and he beamed, his eyes rolling back in his head as he savoured the ancient sweetness.


  “There, you see? What did I tell you? It couldn’t possibly do any harm,” and Allazar licked his own bar.


  “Just because Jaxon hasn’t died yet doesn’t mean it’s safe, you whitebeard clod,” Gawain grinned, arms folded.


  “Ah.”


  “No, really, Serres, it’s got nuts in I think, or sunflower seeds!” And Jaxon took a grubby-looking cloth from his pocket, wrapped the bar in it, and slammed it against the corner of the metal bench, shattering the contents. When he opened the cloth, he selected a medium sized piece and popped it into his mouth, offering the rest to the three men.


  When they politely refused, Jaxon carefully folded the cloth over the bits of crystallised honey. “I must save some for Kahla,” he announced more to himself than to the others.


  “Bah,” Allazar smiled, opening the box once more, “The lady Kahla may have her own, there’s plenty.”


  Jaxon gaped, first at Allazar, then at the box of elven honey-bars glinting in the morning sunshine, and then at the others, who nodded. The Gorian stuffed his honey-filled cloth back into his pocket, reached out, and took a fresh bar from the box. His expression was a wonder to behold as he made his way through the horses to the aft deckhouse and the ladies there.


  “Heaven is many things to many people,” Allazar sighed, smiling happily, “And to our friends from the west, it would appear heaven is honey.”


  “I think I’ll wait until tomorrow morning before I try some, just in case you both end up there beforehand,” Gawain announced grimly, and with a glance around the canal, added, “Come, take us off the chain Tyrane, now that my lady is awake and has given no warnings, we’ll put in and give the horses and ourselves a stretch.”


  


  Stretch they did, and enjoyed it. The Callodon horses needed no saddles and neither did Gawain. Once ashore, he leapt on Gwyn’s back, and they led the small herd first at the trot and then at the canter before a final burst of a gallop put them a good mile and a half ahead of the barge where it waited for the ladies to return aboard. Gawain dismounted, and the horses contented themselves with a drink from the canal and then a taste of the rough grasses that grew in clumps on the broad bank beyond the tow-path.


  It felt good to be off the barge, even though he was tired from the night’s watch. To the west, the ridge dropped like a cliff, and the great river gorge Allazar had mentioned a mile or so away plunged down further still; the river, if indeed there still was one, and the bottom of the gorge itself, remained hidden from view, at least from Gawain’s vantage point. East, across the canal, the general view was little different, verdant forest stretching away towards the horizon, but the breadth of the canal and the ridge prevented a good look, and for all Gawain knew, a country mile or two of slope might be hidden from his view.


  He walked on, the horses idling along behind him, their heads bent low to rip at the grasses as they went. Occasional splashes and swirling patterns on the water in the canal told of fish, though the companions hadn’t tried their luck at catching any yet, and fresh breezes smelling of pine and woodlands and new-washed earth reminded him of home, and the view from Northpoint. Then he caught sight of something gliding south along the canal and his heart leapt for a moment, but the bird back-winged and settled on the blue-stone tow-path to gaze into the water there; a heron. Gawain smiled, and let out his breath in a long sigh.


  To the south, the barge was back on the chains, but he could see two figures, probably Rollaf and Tyrane, walking ahead of the vessel, stretching their legs, and atop the forward deckhouse two more, more than likely Elayeen and Kahla. Allazar and Jaxon would be in the forward deckhouse, attending the brazier. The breezes, like the storm in the night, were from the east, so the only sounds were the horses, and occasional birdsong. It seemed strange, the silence, after the almost interminable clanking of the barge coming off and on to the chains over and over again; it was surprising how quickly people adapted to new environments and grew accustomed to sounds. They’d not been long on the barge, five days from the city in the south, but even that was long enough that the sounds of its progress faded from the consciousness, and now, less than a week on the great water road, it was any sudden absence of that noise which caused alarm.


  But here, a little over a mile away, the great metal vessel was gliding towards him at its usual constant pace, silently, almost eerily. Gawain decided to amble along the bank, and allow the barge to catch up. It was always slightly surprising that the barge made so little sound except when one was aboard, when the clunk and rumble of the chains vibrated through the deck-plates.


  A spearbill zipped south above the water, stopping abruptly to hover about a foot above the surface before plunging like an iridescent arrow shot from a bow into the canal. It emerged moments later, a small fish clamped in its beak, and then flashed away to the east and down the slope out of view. There was life here, just as there should be.


  “Four days to the next wheel, Gwyn, and one of them almost gone already. Nine more days to Ostinath if all goes well.”


  Gwyn ignored him, concentrating instead on the clump of grass she was chewing while she watched the ripples of fish in the canal.


  “Then ten to Shiyanath. You’ll get your exercise on that road, Ugly, make the most of your holiday.”


  Gawain turned his head to the west, looking for something, anything at all that was not forest. Apart from the great and winding gash in the canopy below, nothing but green. The same to the east. South, the canal and the barge, gaining slowly but at this distance almost imperceptibly. North, the canal, and the heron taking flight, flapping away to the west and down towards the gorge out of sight. There were no shallows here for the bird to wade in, but perhaps a dart of that long neck from its perch on the edge of the tow-path had been enough to secure a meal.


  “It’s a very long way to Ostinath,” Gawain muttered, eyeing the arrow-straight waterway stretching ahead towards the horizon. Which begs the question, he thought, Why did the elves go to all the trouble?


  And a simple glance down and to the right told how much trouble it must have been to construct this vast waterway, and this was just the visible part. Gawain had no idea what lay beneath, whether immense mechanisms below his feet turned even now, rotating the chains ahead and behind for countless miles, or whether the mechanisms lay nearer the controls, driving the chains with even more chains linked and running unseen below the floor of the canal. Arramin was not wrong to describe the feat as ‘the greatest wonder of engineering created by Elfkind.’


  He of course knew why Eldengaze had asserted that ‘none would journey to Calhaneth since its destruction.’ They all knew why, now. He had not heard his own name screamed in fear or agony there, but he had heard other names, familiar names… one memory thrust unbidden to the fore of his mind and he stopped walking, and screwed his eyes shut…


  The sound of glass shattering, screams, the roar of fire and the sickening thud of lightning from the dome ripping someone asunder, their screaming silenced abruptly… the squeal of a donkey or an ass, the crash of a cart and, incongruously, what sounded like a heap of books tumbling onto stone, and then booted feet running…


  “Kevyn! My legs! Kevyn wait! Help me! My legs are trapped!” and then the fizz and crackle of lightning from on high, and the thud of its impact, and another voice was silenced…


  “Until this afternoon, and every afternoon thereafter,” Gawain shuddered in the sunshine, “When it will be heard again.”


  Yes, they all knew why there were none who would make the journey to the city in the south since its destruction.


  But still, the enormity of the undertaking was difficult to grasp. What could possibly have persuaded Thal-Marrahan to bend the will, not to mention the backs, of all elvendom to the task of building first this great canal, and then, at its southern terminus, the once awe-inspiring city of Calhaneth, every block and stone of its construction hewn from quarries over fifteen hundred miles away?


  It was all well and good the wizards spouting on about ‘learning’ and ‘enlightenment’ and ‘banishing superstition’, but why build it in the south at all? Why not east of Elvendere, or in Ostinath for that matter? Gawain sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was tired, and was beginning to feel it, his thinking becoming fuzzy. Perhaps, he thought, the elves simply wanted their dealings with men to take place as far from the heartland of their home as possible, and that’s why they had laboured so long to create the wonders Thal-Marrahan had decreed.


  He shifted the weight of his longsword on his back and called one of the horses back from the western edge of the ridge where it had strayed in its quest for greener grass. Tyrane was jogging up the tow-path towards him, apparently enjoying the run, though it looked as though Rollaf was content to walk alongside the barge.


  Gawain turned north again, and continued his ambling, keeping an eye on the horses and waiting for Tyrane to catch up. Birds were everywhere it seemed, life was everywhere, and all of it attending to the simple business of living. The last days of summer were fading quickly, great patches of the forest to the east and west were already turning to autumnal hues, and the weather at the farak gorin, if or when they finally made it there, would be less than clement.


  Tyrane padded up alongside to his right and slowed. “They’ve all gone mad back there, m’lord, with those honey-bar things. Last I saw, the wizard Allazar was dipping his into his breakfast wine to soften and melt it. Even your lady sits upon the roof of the deckhouse eating it.”


  “They’ve fired up the brazier then?”


  “Aye, and strange it was too. I watched from the shore with Rollaf while the wizard poured oil over the bricks, and then sparked it off somehow. There was a very brief whump of a sound, some blue-ish smoke, and that was that. The smoke was an acrid fume though, made my eyes water, I’m not surprised the horses didn’t care for it. Jaxon put a pan of spice wine on the brazier, and it was simmering in no time.”


  Gawain shook his head. “Astonishing, really. When you think of all the trouble a rider on the plains would have to go to for a hot meal, assuming he was desperate enough to give away his position with a fire.”


  “Aye. I once found myself on the plains in the southeast, winter on the way, soaked through and chilled to the bone. I’d been sent to audit the granaries at Dunbere. I hacked my way into the middle of an old gorse for dry wood, and spent the best part of two hours kneeling in it with a firestone and the steel of my knife before I finally got the tinder to take. Anyone passing that night would’ve fled terrified at the sound of a shrub pouring forth a stream of invective that’d make a Gorian pirate blush.”


  Gawain chuckled, and glanced over his shoulder to gauge the distance to the approaching barge. “I’ve never encountered Gorian pirates, but I can well imagine the discomfort and frustration. I nearly cut my own fingers off trying to start a fire at Northpoint in winter, and that was indoors.”


  “Indoors, m’lord?”


  “Aye, there was a small watchtower at Northpoint, stone-built. The duty watchman would either stand atop it and gaze out and down over the lowlands looking for beacons, or if the weather were truly grim, shelter within it and peer out through a loophole. There was a small hearth within. The rest of the watch had a large barracks cabin, with stables too, well-appointed with all the comforts of home. But there was only one watchman on duty at the tower itself at any time.


  “I was fifteen and full of myself when I was sent to Northpoint in midwinter, to gain some ‘valuable experience’, they said. When my first turn for the night’s watch came, I nearly got blown off my feet by the gales on the walk from the barracks to the tower. The man I relieved warned me the fire was low, embers dull, and I acknowledged his report and watched him go. Then, cocky as you like, I went up top, up through the trapdoor and into the teeth of the gale so they’d all see a prince of the realm braving the cold, attending to his duty like any other good man of Raheen.


  “The fellow I relieved, I can’t remember his name now, never looked back on his walk to the barracks, staggering as the wind whipped his cloak before him, nearly taking him off his feet. And you can bet that no-one within the cabin was remotely concerned about me either. If any of them had bothered to look out of that thick and ice-rimed window, they may have seen the shape of a royal idiot atop the tower, but with the clouds heavy with snow that night I doubt it.


  “By the time I realised what a complete imbecile I was being and went down, I was frozen. It seemed to take an age to close that Dwarfspit trapdoor behind me too, and my fingers were as numb as my brain must’ve been to take me up top that night. And yes, if you hadn’t already guessed, the fire was out, and though there was a bit of warmth in the stones of the hearth, all the heat from the ashes had been sucked up the chimney, and the blast of air from my opening the trap had put out all the candles.”


  “Oh dear.”


  Gawain chuckled again. “I think I said something similar. So there I was, freezing, in the dark, feeling my way with numb hands, trying to find the tinderbox on the table by the brief flashes made by firestone on boot knife. How I still have my hands much less my fingers beggars belief.”


  It was Tyrane’s turn to chuckle. “Aye, well, m’lord, did you gain any valuable experience?”


  “Oh yes, the lessons were many.”


  


  When the barge finally drew alongside, Gawain and Tyrane nimbly leapt aboard and gratefully accepted the mugs of hot breakfast wine poured by a smiling wizard. Both, however, declined the additional offer of honey-bars to dip in the drink or to eat. Rollaf and Jaxon hopped ashore to keep an eye on the horses and to stretch their legs, walking briskly alongside the vessel as it slid along the canal.


  “This isn’t bad at all,” Gawain sighed, sipping his wine.


  “No indeed,” Allazar agreed, smiling and leaning on his staff, “All very civilised I must say.”


  They were standing outside the forward deckhouse, for with Elayeen and Kahla sitting on the roof and the men on the bank alongside, they had no need of additional lookouts.


  “Civilised would include a full breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausages, tomatoes, mushrooms and potatoes, Serre wizard,” Tyrane smiled, eyeing the stew warming on the brazier, “Though of course for myself and his Majesty it’s supper-time.”


  “Of course, Captain, please, help yourself, though I have no doubt that someone will insist on frak instead.”


  “Actually…” Gawain began, but was immediately stunned into silence.


  Something a brilliant white, perhaps twice the size of a pigeon, flashed over Gawain’s right shoulder and slammed into Allazar’s Dymendin staff, and with a slight hiss, disappeared. The staff glowed, and within the shimmering luminescence, strange writing swam the length of the rod. Allazar stood wide-eyed, paralysed with shock, staring at the staff and the characters within it as they faded.


  “…Dwarfspit! Allazar, what was that? Are you all right?”


  “It… it is a message from Arramin! It says he and Terryn have crested the ridge!”


  “How is this possible?”


  Allazar blinked, dumbfounded, and shook his head as if clearing it. Then he recited from the ancient knowledge imparted by the Circles at Raheen: “The Dove of Orris was first designed to locate a fellow wizard of staff rank, the initiator simply observing the direction of the Dove’s flight after its summoning and release. This device was later adapted by Orris himself to bear messages from one staff to another, though messages may only be carried to an intended recipient within line of sight of the sender. It is particularly effective when both staves have shared a wash of Aemon’s Fire.”


  Gawain handed his mug of wine to Tyrane and leapt up onto the walkway, shielded his eyes and started hard to the south. Nothing.


  “Elayeen, please look to the south. Tell us if you can see Arramin and Terryn.”


  “I see nothing there. They are beyond my sight.”


  “Thank you,” he mumbled, returning to the deck, and then, after retrieving his mug from Tyrane and draining it hastily, asked: “Can you send a reply, Allazar?”


  “I believe so, though it’s something I have never done before. It must be knowledge familiar to the D’ith Sek, and not to one of my station. I believe it only worked for Arramin because it was Aemon’s Fire from my Dymendin staff which helped to create his. What would you have me send to him, Longsword?”


  “I don’t know. I was going to suggest ‘Where are you’, but since one part of this ridge is much the same as any other, it would be pointless.”


  “You might acknowledge receipt of the message, Serre wizard,” Tyrane suggested diplomatically.


  “Ah. A good idea, Captain. Longsword?”


  Gawain nodded, and stepped away from the wizard a little. Allazar moved a few feet from the brazier and the stew simmering there, and lifted his staff, somewhat theatrically, Gawain thought. The wizard closed his eyes, and mumbled something, then opened them. The staff brightened a little, the unknown writing appeared briefly deep within its pearly lustre, and then what looked like a sausage of white light ballooned from the top of the staff before floating some six feet up into the air and then flashing away south with incredible speed.


  “That was a most unusual feeling,” Allazar mumbled, but nevertheless looked rather pleased with himself.


  “Could you send a message to Shiyanath like that?”


  “In truth, I seriously doubt it. I don’t know any wizards bearing staves there. Pahak of Elvendere I recall from Ferdan, and Mahlek of the D’ith Sek and of Juria. It was Mahlek who regulated the Council meeting at Ferdan. I have no idea if either still serve at the Council, and even if they do, I have no idea whether I could send a Dove of Orris to either of them. I would certainly not feel comfortable doing so.”


  “And I would not feel comfortable if you did. I was thinking out loud. I’m tired, and never fond of wizard-made surprises.”


  “I confess I am as surprised as you are, Longsword. The arrival of Arramin’s message was really rather alarming.”


  “Could Arramin send such a message? To Shiyanath, I mean?”


  “Is your sense of suspicion suddenly alert, Longsword?”


  Gawain shrugged, and dipped his mug into the camp-pan of goat stew, following Tyrane’s lead, his appetite finally succumbing to the aroma. “Is your sense of impending violence asleep, wizard?”


  “Ah. Well, in answer to your first question, if Master Arramin were to send a Dove of Orris to a wizard of staff rank at Shiyanath, I doubt it would arrive. The Dove was created originally to point the way, more as a useful guide to location rather than as a courier. When it was later modified to carry a short message, it was found that objects such as trees and hills and mountains rapidly diminished the Dove’s strength, and also its ability to retain a coherent message. Hence the requirement for both staves to be within line of sight of each other, in order for a message to be successfully transmitted. Here on the canal there are no obstructions to interfere with the message or impede the Dove’s progress.”


  “And from the walls of the Hallencloister?”


  Allazar frowned, and pondered the question gravely while the two men ate. At length, leaning on his staff and looking pensive, the wizard shrugged. “The D’ith Hallencloister is built on a rise on the southern plains of Juria, west of Arrun. From there it might be possible to send a Dove of Orris to the south-western tip of Threlland, if there was a wizard standing on high enough ground there with a clear view of the southwest. North to parts of Juria, south also to parts of Callodon, and yes, west to Elvendere, but the trees of the forest would destroy first the message and quickly the Dove itself. A wizard would need to be raised high above the forest, and the only place I can think of which would be suitable is the Toorseneth, at Ostinath. And that is a long way from the Hallencloister. I seriously doubt a message could be carried that far.”


  “And to the Dragon’s Teeth?”


  Again, Allazar shrugged. “No, no I don’t think so. It’s a very long way, Longsword, and the message fades with distance even when its path is clear of obstructions. I cannot say with any certainty one way or the other, but my intuition says no.”


  “Yet Morloch appeared on the road to Jarn, with nothing but one of those Jardember things to show the way.”


  “Morloch possesses aquamire, and therein lies the difference. With aquamire at their disposal, Morloch and his followers have no need of the quaint and archaic means of communication Orris devised in elder times. I understand your concern, Longsword, I myself was unaware of the Dove of Orris until moments ago. Yet I do not think it a common means of communication between wizards of power in modern times, for good or ill.”


  “Certainly we have not heard of it in Callodon,” Tyrane asserted, “Or we might have been able to dispense with carrier pigeons long ago.”


  “I rather think your carrier pigeons are in many ways superior, Captain, neither trees nor terrain nor indeed distance are a hindrance to them or the messages they carry. And let us not forget, the D’ith Sek are not inclined towards such a menial tasks as messenger-boy.”


  “No, I can’t see too many whitebeards cheerfully accepting so humble a role,” Gawain agreed.


  “Besides,” Allazar added, “A Dove of Orris can carry only a short message. Arramin’s, for example, was ‘Crested ridge, Arr.’ The longer the message, the greater the power needed to send it on its way, and the greater the concentration of the wizard needed to generate it. No, the feathered doves of Callodon are superior in many ways, except over a short distance.”


  “Yet it may be useful, especially if a short message is a signal for great action.” Gawain yawned. “I am turning in. Thank Jaxon for the stew for me, and wake me when Terryn and Arramin arrive.”


  “I shall, Longsword. Sleep well.”


  


  oOo


  


  



  14. Reunion


  


  Gawain was woken from dreams of fiery birds battling with Razorwings and shimmering spearbills, and his first thought was of his sword, until he realised where he was. He dragged the blindfold from his eyes and saw that the thing nudging his foot was Allazar’s staff. The wizard himself stood a safe distance back from the sleeping men, and was prodding Gawain with the full length of the Dymendin rod.


  “Ah. Longsword. Arramin and Terryn approach. It is late afternoon, the horses are still ashore, and I have yet to wake Captain Tyrane.”


  “Thank you,” Gawain yawned, and stretched, and dragged himself to his feet, sword in hand until, properly awake, he slung it over his shoulder.


  A few steps out into the early evening sunshine and onto the aft walkway, and he could see the elderly wizard and Callodon scout on horseback a good distance to the south. Tyrane joined him there while Allazar returned to the forward deckhouse.


  “We’ll have to come off the chain and pole across to the east side of the canal to let them aboard.” Tyrane yawned.


  “Aye. Doesn’t look like they’re in any hurry.”


  “No, with the vessel in sight there’d be no need to rattle poor old Arramin’s bones with a gallop down the tow-path.”


  “True enough, yet we’ll have to proceed at speed once we’re on that Threnderrin Way he spoke of. We’ll be pushing the horses hard, I think, and all the bones upon them.”


  “Three more days to the next wheel, or thereabouts.”


  “And still a long way to Ostinath,” Gawain agreed, yawning while watching the riders slowly approaching at a gentle trot. “Come, let’s get to the poles, Allazar can slip the chain.”


  Tyrane signalled Rollaf on the tow-path and received an acknowledgement, and when Allazar had disengaged the barge from the chain, the two men carefully poled the vessel towards the east bank. They had to be careful not to ram the long and slender poles into the chains running unseen in the murky water below the barge, and by the time the starboard side of the vessel bumped into the blue-stone wall, Arramin and Terryn were only a couple of hundred yards to the south.


  It was Allazar who stepped ashore on the east bank and pegged the forward mooring chain into the softer ground beyond the blue-stone tow-path, and while Tyrane stowed the poles Gawain pegged out the aft chain. The barge would need to be stable enough for the two horses to come aboard, though their riders would have no trouble themselves.


  “My lords!” Arramin called and waved happily, his smile radiant, “Well met, my lords!”


  “Master Arramin! Guardsman Terryn!” Allazar called back as the horses slowed from the trot to a walk about fifty yards away, “Well met indeed!”


  The old wizard’s joy at the reunion was infectious, and even Gawain found himself grinning as the two riders dismounted.


  “Ah, here we are!” Arramin exclaimed, “And oh what a night we had! Such rain! And such terrain! The sinkhole, Master Allazar, you should have seen the sinkhole we had to circumnavigate! And all the while wondering if the ground beneath our own feet would suddenly give way!”


  After much shaking of hands and claps on shoulders, Allazar announced “Come aboard, we have warm wine and hot stew!”


  “Oh dear me! You have the brazier in service?”


  “Indeed we do, Master Arramin, indeed we do.”


  Allazar helped the elderly wizard of Callodon onto the walkway and then down onto the main deck, and led him to the forward deckhouse and the waiting food and drink. Terryn, however, hung back, holding the reins.


  “Trouble?” Tyrane asked before Gawain had a chance.


  Terryn shrugged. “Dunno, Serres, can’t say. Seen something. Traces, maybe.”


  “Wolf, badger and boar?” Gawain suggested.


  But Terryn gave them both a serious look, glanced quickly at the deckhouse, and then softly surprised them: “No, Serres. People.”


  “Recent?”


  Another shrug. “Lot of rain. Can’t say. But recent enough. Just traces, mind. Nothing definite. Didn’t want to worry the old bird, so didn’t say anything.”


  “Where?” Tyrane asked quietly.


  “North of the big hole. Bottom of the ridge. Trees’re thin there, ground less soft. Grasses and ferns for the horses too. Easier going.”


  “Nothing further south, when you left the pool and the wheel?”


  Terryn gave a single shake of the head. “Nah. Whoever it was, stopped north of the hole. Don’t know why.”


  “Allazar calls it a sinkhole,” Gawain explained to Tyrane, “I saw it from the small mooring pool atop the wheel. It’s about a mile or two north of the wheel, and seemed big from up there.”


  “About two miles,” Terryn agreed, “And big. Soft ground all around too. Lots of streams, and bigger rivers. Rain made it worse.”


  “These traces, Terryn,” Gawain pressed, “Which direction did they seem to run?”


  Terryn grimaced. “Can’t say, milord. Guts say north-south. Just traces.”


  “Anything else?”


  Another shrug. “Bigger animals. Like you’d expect. Birds too. One thing though. Bones.”


  “Bones?” Tyrane’s eyebrows shot up.


  “Aye, Serre. Bones. Bird bones, mostly. On the slope, early on, and again, up slope, when we went around the hole.”


  “Any idea what killed them?”


  Terryn shrugged. “Lots of animals there.”


  “If it was the Razorwing, any remains would’ve been disturbed or carried off by smaller animals. D’you think the trees were thin enough on the slope for that black-wing to have hunted there?”


  “Aye.”


  “Thank you,” Gawain smiled, “I’m glad you’re both back. You can fill us all in on the journey later, or Arramin will.”


  “Get something hot inside you, lad,” Tyrane clapped Terryn on the arm, “We’ll take care of the horses.”


  Terryn nodded, and handed the reins to his captain before stepping aboard down the ramp and moving up the empty barge to the deckhouse, waving at his comrade across the canal as he went.


  “People this far south, m’lord? What do you make of it?”


  “I don’t know. Just traces, he said, so perhaps as recent as a couple of months. It could only have been elves, I think. There were no signs that anyone had been at the wheel for centuries though.”


  “They’d have encountered the Kiromok and Razorwing if they’d ventured that far.”


  “Agreed. Could be why they stopped at the sinkhole and turned back. Who knows. Let’s gets the horses aboard and get back over the other side.”


  “Aye.”


  When the barge was back on the north-bound chain, and all the horses and men back aboard, Gawain and Tyrane ate an early breakfast while the others ate an early dinner.


  “Well, once the wheel had cooled and settled, I set all the mechanisms back to their resting positions, locked the wheel, and Terryn and I took our leave,” Arramin began, smiling happily and sipping his warm wine.


  “At first, the journey was of little interest, save for the various artefacts left in the woodlands, or dumped there, I should say, for it would seem that was where those who dwelled at the wheel discarded their refuse. I imagine all manner of items are buried there, but we saw large pieces of machinery sticking up out of the ground, and the ruins of some buildings too, though what they might have been I’m sure I cannot say.


  “There was also some very uneven ground, which, I surmised, was created by the spoil from the original construction works. We had to venture a good way to the east, my lords, before finally we could turn to the north, and even then all our original hopes of a gentle ride to the top of the ridge to rejoin you all that afternoon were dashed by the terrain.”


  “It seemed gentle enough from the top of the ridge by the upper pool,” Gawain sighed, “But distance softens all appearances.”


  “Indeed, your Majesty, indeed it does. There were cracks and crevasses in the slope, and areas of ancient subsidence which spoke of peril, and so to avoid unnecessary risk, we elected to pursue a safer route along the more even ground at the foot of the slope. Even there the going was soft indeed, and though the trees were certainly thin enough to allow us to ride, caution was our watchword and we walked, though rather briskly I should say, to keep your lead on us as short as we could.”


  “Tell us about this sinkhole, Serre wizard,” Tyrane prompted.


  “Oh dear, well, I am coming to that, patience my dear Captain, patience! Now, where was I… oh yes. It is now my belief that the waters of Avongard, if indeed it is they that power the wondrous mechanisms along this canal, run directly beneath the ridge-line below us. However, the great uplift which has created this ridge presents an impermeable and rocky aspect to the west. In the east, however, I am certain that what I have seen, including the vast sinkhole, Captain, alludes to the escape or leakage of those waters on the eastern side.


  “Our path was very boggy in places, and there were many small streams and larger waterways criss-crossing the land there. We were quite obliged to travel further east by these and by areas of treacherous ground we encountered in our generally northward passage.


  “It was thus we found ourselves pressed away from the bottom of the ridge, and somewhat deeper into the forest. That enormous sinkhole blocked our passage due north, however. I cannot imagine its true depth, but would estimate its diameter at almost half a mile, an estimate which met with my companion’s approval, did it not?”


  “Aye. Half a mile. Deep, too.”


  “Deep indeed. The slope was steep, and within a hundred yards of the rim, or thereabouts, we could see tree-tops below us. In centre, there was a dark hole in the green of the forest below, which suggested that the land there was either filled with water, or perhaps that there was no land there at all. I could not tell. However, it is my opinion that the sinkhole was formed in ancient times, perhaps even before the construction of the canal.


  “The route to the east of the hole saw the forest becoming dense and dark, though we were able at length to follow a stream which ran north along a bed of rock before eventually turning west again. There was little to impede our progress from that point, except for the soft ground and frequent springs. Our path took a more westerly course and as you can imagine we were rather anxious to reach the firmer ground of the ridge itself.


  “Alas, again our way up was barred by dangerous ground, and so we proceeded generally parallel with the ridge. When the skies darkened to the point where travel became too dangerous, we settled for the night. That it rained, I need not tell you, for I fear that while myself and Guardsman Terryn had an uncomfortable night, we at least had some shelter beneath the canopy of the trees above us while you were open to the elements aboard this vessel.”


  “Those of us who slept after the day’s watch did so quite well, Master Arramin,” Allazar grinned, rather smugly, Gawain thought, but he refused to rise to the bait.


  “Splendid! Well, came the morning, came the daylight, and we continued our journey. Once the trees thinned and we were upon the slope once more, we found that as far as we were north of the great sinkhole, the soil-creep and subsidence were no longer much in evidence, and we were able to ride, though carefully, to the top, and thus to the safer path of the canal.”


  “You haven’t read about this great hole before, Serre wizard?” Tyrane asked quietly, “It has no name?”


  “Alas, Captain, there are doubtless many sinkholes throughout the lands, but with no-one to venture near them here in the forest, there are none to give them names or write about them. No, this hole was not mentioned in the texts which spoke of the works of Thal-Marrahan.”


  “Perhaps the elves gave it a name?” Allazar suggested, but Elayeen, atop the roof of the deckhouse and apparently listening to Arramin’s tale as intently as the rest, said nothing.


  “If they did, I know it not.” Arramin sighed, and studied the honey-bar Allazar handed to him. “In truth, Master Allazar, you have found these ancient sweetmeats to be edible?”


  “Indeed we have!”


  “Just because no-one’s died yet, doesn’t mean they’re edible,” Gawain muttered.


  But to no avail. Arramin promptly dipped the corner of the bar into his mug of hot wine, and bit off a lump. His expression as the honey melted in his mouth spoke volumes.


  “Tell me, Arramin, how far along the canal from us do you think you were when you sent that message to Allazar?”


  “Oh dear me, my lord, I’m sure I cannot say, let me think… We crested the rise many hard-earned miles to the north of the sinkhole. But it was some time before it occurred to me that it might be very useful if we could somehow get word to you that we were safe and making speed to catch up with you all. That was when I remembered old Master Tenethet. Dear me, I haven’t thought of him in a donkey’s age…”


  “Master Tenethet?” Gawain prompted as Arramin’s voice trailed away along the winding path of memory.


  “Eh? Oh dear me, yes, Master Tenethet. He taught at the Hallencloister, and his was a very dry subject indeed and one most of the D’ith Met in his classes endured rather than enjoyed. Yet it was necessary to pass his examinations as well as all the others before advancing to the rank of D’ith Sek, and so we all paid attention. His specialist subject was ‘The History of The Use of Wands, Rods and Staves From Eldentimes to Modern,’ and being a student of history I of course found it fascinating. The rest of my brethren, alas, not so much.


  “But enough of Master Tenethet. His class primarily concerned the writing of ciphers and methods to employ in the deciphering of cryptic writing. However, in late afternoons in summer it was easy enough to divert him to his favourite subject, and it was in his class I and the brethren learned the Dove of Orris. It was an afternoon’s diversion for most of us and quickly forgotten by many as an historical curiosity, but I found it fascinating, and I availed myself of Master Tenethet’s writings as soon as I was qualified to gain access to those shelves in the library.”


  Arramin paused again, turning his attention to his honey-bar and wine. The barge rumbled and clanked on the chains, horses swayed a little as they always did when the old chain was released and the new length engaged, and it was some moments later that Arramin looked up, surprised, at the expectant faces regarding him.


  “Oh dear, where was I?”


  “How far from us, when the message was sent?”


  “Oh yes. Well, I shall have to perform the calculations. Let me see, the speed of the Dove of Orris is of course finite, but over short distances and for simple calculations may be considered instantaneous… it took, let me see… hmm, thnnn, hmmm, seven hours from the receipt of Master Allazar’s acknowledgement to coming within sight… thirty-five… plus hmm…thnnn…ssmm… minus thirty-five… We had to travel about fifty-five miles from receipt of the message, so I would say perhaps twenty miles separated us at the time the message was sent, your Majesty,”


  Gawain blinked. “Oh. Is that all?”


  Arramin blinked. “Were you expecting a much larger number, my lord? I can ask Allazar to check my calculations?”


  “Aye, ‘bout fifty-odd miles I’d say,” Terryn announced, nodding seriously and thus sparing Allazar the need for mental arithmetic.


  “The Dove of Orris was first created as a simple means of locating a fellow wizard…” Arramin began, but Allazar gently interrupted him.


  “I have explained the history of the mystic device to his Majesty, Master Arramin,” and then he added diplomatically, “Though both he and I were wondering what its greatest useful range might be?”


  “Oh, dear me, I’m not sure I could say with precision. Let me see, there were a number of historical occasions where the Dove of Orris proved quite decisive when used to carry messages… There was the famous experiment conducted by the Wizard Briyenn at the Cliffs of Mothair in south-eastern Callodon, let me see, the Dove of Orris travelled from his boat upon the horizon to the D’ith Sek upon the cliff-top some thirty-two miles…”


  “I was thinking more of a message from, say, the Hallencloister to the Dragon’s Teeth,” Gawain mumbled, a little crestfallen.


  Arramin blinked, and looked up at Allazar, then back to Gawain. “Dear me no, your Majesty, that is a distance of hundreds of miles! Quite out of the question for a Dove of Orris.”


  “Oh.”


  “Ah!” Arramin exclaimed, “I believe I understand your confusion, your Majesty! Perhaps Master Allazar has mentioned that the Dove of Orris travels between two staffs in line of sight of one another, and you are wondering how it is possible that my message and his travelled twenty miles, when quite clearly the curvature of the earth should have interrupted its passage after only three or four!”


  “Well…”


  “Dear me, my lords, yes, at first consideration it would indeed give rise to much confusion. However, I do assure you, as Master Tenethet himself asserted all those years ago, while the Dove does indeed travel in a straight line, it does so only from the perspective of the two staves between which it travels, and in fact its path subscribes a great circle, or an orthrodrome, if you prefer. Of course, while it possesses sufficient energy, it also retains its radius with respect to the relative heights of the two staves above the surface of our sphere.”


  “Oh. Of course. You failed to mention that, Allazar,” Gawain said, desperately attempting not to blink.


  “Ah. Sorry. Simply assumed you’d know,” Allazar replied, with equal desperation.


  “So naturally a message from here to say, Shiyanath, would be completely out of the question.” Gawain asserted.


  “Quite so,” Arramin smiled, happily stirring his ancient honey-bar into his hot wine.


  The gathering quietly broke up, content that their companions were back aboard and in their midst once again. Kahla quietly requested that the barge be brought to a halt for her and Elayeen’s convenience, and it was Gawain and Jaxon who obliged with the poles once the vessel’s forward motion had stopped.


  It was while Gawain was loitering with the pole by the aft deckhouse that Allazar joined him, and expressed interest and disquiet at the news Tyrane had passed to him concerning Terryn’s sighting of traces below the ridge.


  “In truth, Allazar,” Gawain said softly, “I’m not sure what it means either, expect that Terryn believes he saw signs that people had visited the area north of that great hole.”


  “It is a little disconcerting though, Longsword. Certainly it must have been elves, I can think of no others it might have been, yet we know from your lady and her many assertions about the city in south that there were none who would make the journey there.”


  Gawain shrugged. “This is their land, I suppose. Perhaps after a thousand years someone decided to ignore the old taboos about venturing this way. We are a long way from the city, after all.”


  “Yes,” Allazar nodded, “Yes, perhaps you’re right. I imagine they caught sight of the Razorwing on one of its sweeps for food and simply turned back.”


  “Or turned east, and took a route deeper in the forest where that black-winged evil couldn’t follow and where Terryn didn’t venture. We’ve seen no other signs of men or elves since we left Jarn. Not recent signs, anyway.”


  The wizard sighed, and that drew Gawain’s attention.


  “What is it, Allazar, are you worried about it?”


  “No, I don’t think so. Perhaps I’m just becoming accustomed to the hermit-like existence that is the lot of a wizard of Raheen. The thought of having the unexpected company of strangers is a little daunting.”


  “Pfft. You’re just worried you’ll have to share out all those poisonous honey-bars the lot of you have been breaking your teeth on all day.”


  Allazar laughed happily, and for the first time in a long time. “While I confess I share your concern about their potential to break teeth, I feel I must defend them. They are not poisonous, they are merely old. And ingeniously preserved.”


  “Much the same could be said about the wizard Arramin,” Gawain smiled, leaning on the pole, and Allazar scowled with mock severity before grinning again.


  “Still,” Gawain continued, “Your point, if there was one, is well made. We’re three days from the next wheel and six more from there to Ostinath, and we’re bound to meet up with elves long before we reach the end of this canal. We ought to start considering what happens when we do.”


  “You are Raheen, and answering an urgent call from the Council of Kings. I’m sure your lady was perfectly correct when she asserted on the road to Jarn that none would bar our way.”


  “Much may have changed since then, Allazar. Much already has, to us.”


  “Aye. I know. Perhaps that is what concerns me about Guardsman Terryn’s discovery in the south. It means change. And I have a feeling, growing, germinating like a seed within me, that all around us, the world, is changing, for everyone.”


  Gawain watched as the ladies came back aboard, and acknowledging a signal from Jaxon on the forward walkway, gently shoved off. “That’ll be those poisonous honey-bars again,” he said, but this time, neither of them laughed.


  


  oOo


  


  



  15. Harks Hearth


  


  Two days after the happy reunion of Arramin and Terryn with their companions on the barge, Arramin confidently asserted, on passing the watch to Gawain and Tyrane, that all being well, they should come upon the second great boat-lift of Thal-Marrahan some time either in the late morning or early afternoon.


  “Though technically, of course,” Arramin smiled in the gloom of the deckhouse, “It was the first great boat-lift. The second was the one which we employed on our journey from the south.”


  “Are there no more then, on the way to Ostinath?”


  “Alas, no. The ridge upon which we travel is ancient beyond all reckoning. When the world was young, the lands were convulsed as if by growing pains, and the ridge was sheared. Vast tracts of land subsided, and others were uplifted, or so it is understood by our current thinking. After the wheel ahead, we shall not encounter the ridge again until we reach Ostinath, and journey east to ascend to the Threnderrin Way. Thal-Marrahan saw no need of building another great water road within Elvendere itself.”


  “Then back on lower ground we’ll have the locks to occupy us again, Serre wizard?” Tyrane asked quietly.


  “Indeed. The land will be, I believe, much the same as it was between the city in the south and the wheel we first encountered. Though, without such dark entities as we encountered there, I sincerely hope. I should imagine, oh dear let me think…”


  There was a long pause, Arramin gazing off into the middle distance towards the horses on the main deck, while the two men and Allazar exchanged glances and began to shuffle.


  “Master Arramin?” Allazar prompted when they could bear it no longer.


  “Eh? Oh dear me. Where was I?”


  “The land, between the wheel and Ostinath?”


  “Oh. Much the same as before… oh yes, I should imagine that we might begin to encounter signs of life once beyond the wheel. We are too far to be able to see the Toorseneth, of course, and once below the ridge, the forest all around us will obscure any view of it until we reach Ostinath itself. But I should think we will encounter elven civilisation oh, perhaps three days from the wheel.”


  “Well, since it’s our watch now and another day has begun, that should mean three days or so from now,” Gawain announced softly.


  “Indeed. And three more on the canal after that until we reach the terminus. I fear, your Majesty, that once we have descended the wheel, my usefulness, such as it may have been to your quest, will be greatly diminished.”


  “Bah,” Gawain announced before anyone else could protest. “You will simply become as useful as Allazar has been since we clambered aboard this vessel. And I’ve put up with him rather well, I think.”


  Arramin gave a curious snort of laughter, and quickly bowed, and then took his leave, heading towards the aft deckhouse and sleep.


  “I have opened another box of honey-bars,” Allazar sniffed haughtily, “Should you gentlemen wish to avail yourselves of them during the night. There ends my usefulness for another day, so I shall bid you both good night.”


  They watched him go until he passed through the horses, and then turned to take up a position up top, leaning back against the forward deckhouse.


  “Nice night, my lord. Clear, and more of a moon now.”


  “Aye. I notice Jaxon has taken to sleeping at the rear again now Terryn’s back aboard.”


  “Yes. Though I’ve also noticed he seems not to stray too far from the lady Kahla of late.”


  “You’ve only just noticed?”


  Tyrane looked surprised.


  “I believe Kahla has been interested in friend Jaxon since before we left Jarn. He’s only recently become aware of the hook she set some time ago.”


  “Ah! Ladies are indeed cunning anglers then, I hadn’t noticed that either.”


  Gawain smiled in the starlight, and shrugged. “I watched them closely, early on, just in case.”


  “Just in case?”


  “Just in case they had other motives for volunteering to make such a perilous journey as this. Call me suspicious and cynical, but I watched everyone closely.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it, my lord.”


  “No,” Gawain chuckled softly, “You’d just think it, unless two hundred and fifty riders thundered by and then you might yell it at the top of your voice.”


  Tyrane acknowledged the truth with a chuckle of his own, and then became quietly serious. “We’re less than a week from Ostinath now, and whatever awaits us there. It’s a pity that magical dove of Arramin’s can’t reach that far ahead to tell of our approach. At least then we might expect a civilised welcome.”


  “Are you worried, Tyrane?”


  “It’s just a feeling. And a memory.”


  “A memory?”


  “Aye, m’lord. Six, seven years ago. His Majesty King Brock suddenly got it into his head to make surprise inspections of some of our outposts and beacon towers. He wanted to arrive completely unannounced so he could ‘see the reality with his own eyes.’ He told me he was fed up with Callodon smelling of fresh paint everywhere he went, and had worked out why it did so, all on his own, as he himself put it.”


  Gawain grinned. Brock was no man’s fool.


  “Anyway. In spite of my protests, the ‘surprise inspections’ began. But of course keeping secret the fact that the King is abroad is nigh impossible. Our first call, the beacon tower in the north ridings, well that was a surprise. Fortunately for the men there, everything was found to be in order. At the second stop, however, we could smell the fresh paint and wood-tar a mile away. Somehow, they got the word out.


  “His Majesty was decidedly not amused, and we returned to Castletown. About three weeks later I was summoned to the stables by a scribbled message handed to me by a page and to my horror found King Brock there, dressed in grubby garments and ready to travel. He, it seems, had decided to sneak from the Castle incognito to make a genuine ‘surprise inspection’ of the wall and guards at Harks Hearth, in the east. Do you know it, m’lord?”


  “No, my journeys in Callodon were brief and did not take me anywhere east of the Guards Headquarters.”


  “It is a very small but important town, one of the few walled towns in our land. It was once a fortress haven in olden times, Arramin will tell you all about that no doubt, but now it’s home to granaries and is the principle storehouse for Castletown and its outlying villages. A very friendly place, m’lord, where there is much music and gaiety to be had. And, of course, the food is excellent. A good contingent of the Guard are permanently in barracks there, mostly serving as fire-watch and looking inward, but at night the gates are shut and keen eyes look outward too. It is a duty that carries a deal of responsibility, my lord, guarding the main stores which could make all the difference in a harsh winter.”


  “Aye, we had similar stores, though with no need of such protection as you here in the lowlands.”


  “Quite so. But back to my memory, and the feeling I spoke of. It was late when we approached the gates, they were shut up tight for the night and it was well known that except in dire need, deep winter, or by prior arrangement, travellers arriving there would await morning before attempting entry. His Majesty was tired and hungry, restless, and it was in such spirits he judged that night-time would be the ideal time for his ‘surprise inspection.’” Tyrane sighed, and shook his head.


  “There was trouble?”


  “There were four of us, King’s orders. Myself, King Brock, and two lads of the guard hand-picked by me. Those two were at the rear, I to my King’s right flank. We could see the Wallguard’s faces looking down at us, and they weren’t looking friendly. Open the gates in the name of your King, which is me! his Majesty yelled up at them. Bugger off! a voice yelled down…”


  Gawain couldn’t help the snort of sudden laughter that burst through his defences, and Tyrane grinned.


  “Aye, m’lord, it’s funny now in the telling years later, but not so at the time. Remember, the King was poorly dressed. Bugger off! the voice yelled down, if you’re the king you know the rules! His Majesty gaped, stared at me, and then yelled up again I make the bloody rules! Now open the gate you Dwarfspit excuse for a Guardsman of Callodon or the next black and gold you see will be my boot on its way to your backside!


  “Not one but four steel bolts slammed into the rocky road in front of us, showering the King and I and our horses with dirt and stones. Then a hard voice called down to us. I’ll never forget the words. Dwarfspit excuses we may be, and king you may be, and maybe your boot will indeed kiss my arse hello, but Guardsmen of Callodon we most certainly are, so bugger off ‘til sunrise or you saw yer last dawn this morning! And we heard the ‘bows cocked.” Tyrane paused, and looked up at the stars.


  “What happened next?”


  “We withdrew. It was that or they would’ve shot us from our saddles, they knew it, I knew it, the lads knew it, and the King knew it. When we were well clear, we made a roadside camp, King Brock pacing furiously and muttering under his breath. I thought I’d never seen him so angry. The lads were glad to take a watch, well away from that pacing fury. Then he stopped in front of me and said with astonishing passion Did you see such men, Tyrane! Did you see such men! And in my colours! Men of the black and gold! And I realised then it wasn’t fury that had him pacing up and down, it was pride.”


  “I take it the guardsmen were spared the royal boot next morning?”


  “They were, but not before some fretful moments which I daresay they still sing a song or two about. When they saw that yes, indeed, it had been the King at the gate, they thought their last day had come. Who shot at me and my officers! The King demanded, and at once the four men stepped forward from the assembled ranks, expecting the worst but standing proudly before their comrades anyway. Well done, lads, well done! his Majesty said, and he meant it.”


  Gawain nodded thoughtfully. “And your feeling, to accompany your memory?”


  Tyrane shrugged. “That night outside Harks Hearth was almost a catastrophe. They didn’t know we were coming, who we were, or why we were there. And here we are on a metal boat on a canal that hasn’t been used in a thousand years, coming from a city no-one ever goes to, and only one of us elfkind. In Ostinath, my lord, they don’t know we’re coming, who we are, or why we’re here.”


  “Then let us hope my lady is correct in her assertion that none shall bar our way.”


  “Always assuming we receive an opportunity to announce ourselves, before the elves announce themselves in their customary fashion. Few dare to approach Elvendere from the plains for fear of an arrow by way of a greeting. And here we are, in the depths of their forest riding in one of their boats.”


  Gawain pondered the captain’s remarks, eyeing the waters of the canal ahead of them and the starlight sparkling on the surface. They were proceeding well, were well fed thanks to the scouts and the goats which seemed to favour the high ridge, and hadn’t needed to resort to fishing. During the day, the horses went ashore at ladies’ convenience first thing in the morning, and given a good run and allowed to feed while the barge caught up. Supplies were running low, it was true, but with life thriving all around them once again, foraging met the needs of man and beast alike.


  It might not be so comfortable once they were on low ground after the wheel. For one thing, hunting for game while the barge trundled along on the chains would put the hunters at a distinct disadvantage in any encounter with elves which might, for whatever reason, occupy the forest there. Arramin’s estimate of three days of vacant forest before making contact with elfkind might be seriously outdated, based as it was on historical studies. And Terryn had seen ‘traces’, almost at the southern end of the ridge.


  “I think you’re right, Tyrane. I think we may need to be much more cautious than we have been. It might be worthwhile adding to our supplies, too, rather than simply subsisting on the daily bag.”


  Tyrane nodded his agreement.


  “I’m nipping ashore, call of nature and some exercise. I’ll stay level with the barge though.”


  “Aye, m’lord. I’ll be here.”


  Gawain leapt nimbly onto the blue-stone tow-path and waited while the barge slid quietly past him in the gloom, and then turned his back to it to relieve himself. The nights were so much cooler now that his arrowsilk cloak was fast becoming a necessity against the chill in the long hours before dawn. It was misty too, in patches, and damp, although stronger breezes quickly dispersed the wispy fog rising from the forest below before it could hamper visibility ahead.


  He stepped out, moving onto the softer earth of the scrubby bank so his footfalls on the tow-path wouldn’t rouse the sleepers when he caught up with the vessel. The horses were becoming used to travelling in the barge, but clearly weren’t in love with it and were rather truculent when they were being ushered back aboard after a day on the bank. They would probably need to tolerate much longer periods aboard, Gawain knew, once they cleared the wheel. Tyrane was right. It wouldn’t do to go thundering along the tow-path on horseback and find a group of well-armed elves blocking the way.


  Then there was the prospect of negotiating with elves at Ostinath for permission to charge headlong down the Threnderrin Way clear to Shiyanath. Elayeen had been forcefully insistent that none would bar their way, but it had been Eldengaze who’d said that, not his queen. Eldengaze seemed to care nothing for the fact that Elayeen was faranthroth, officially dead to all elfkind. Never in all elven history, so it was said, had an athroth elf or elfin been taken from the Circle of Faranthroth, as Gawain had taken Elayeen.


  The political chaos which had followed his trespass of Elvenheth to rescue her still doubtless carried repercussions the severity of which Gawain couldn’t hope to guess. He’d formed the impression that civil war had been a distinct possibility, doubtless inspired by elfwizards loyal to Morloch’s cause, but a possibility nevertheless. Yet Eldengaze had often blithely announced that all elfkind in Ostinath would humbly step aside at the direction of a blind faranthroth elfin whose existence was tolerated merely by the fact that she was Queen of Raheen, an extinct land, and Gawain King of an all but extinct people.


  Gawain pared a slice of frak and chewed it thoughtfully, walking briskly to keep pace with the forward deckhouse of the barge sliding along the canal to his right. Tyrane stood atop the walkway at the prow, leaning back against the deckhouse roof, scanning the way ahead. A vast, upturned bowl of stars enveloped them, not a cloud to be seen. It was, as Tyrane had said, a nice night.


  


  Some three hours later both men stood at the prow, both well-exercised and well-fed, talking quietly as the barge rumbled on the chains.


  “…but I’ve never seen it for myself. Have you, my lord?”


  “The D’ith Hallencloister? No. Allazar has described it to me. It sounds more like a fortress or citadel than a school for whitebeards. I haven’t been to Arrun either, and the only part of Mornland I’ve seen was at the border crossing with Threlland. There were no Ramoth there to vie for my attention.”


  Tyrane shivered, though whether at the chill in the longest hour before dawn or at the memory of the Longsword DarkSlayer and tales of his merciless destruction of the Ramoth, he didn’t know. “I’ve not left the borders of Callodon myself, except for now, and when Pellarn fell.”


  “They say travel broadens the mind.”


  “They do. Why did you travel, my lord? What strange turn of fate took you from your homeland and spared you from the destruction there?”


  “I had no choice,” Gawain sighed, “It was the custom there… Did you hear something?”


  Both men stood suddenly alert, peering through the gloom and turning their heads this way and that. Tyrane drew in a breath to speak, but long, eerie howl, far distant, seemed to echo along the rock walls rising up either side of the canal, the channel cut deep into the ridge here.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain whispered, “I like not the sound of that! Slip the chain, Tyrane, quickly.”


  “Aye.”


  The captain nimbly stepped down into the deckhouse, and heaved the lever to disengage the barge from the chain below. At once, the vessel began to slow, and silence reigned. When Tyrane returned to the prow, he was carrying his crossbow.


  Minutes passed, the barge slowly drifting a little further from the west bank before finally coming to a halt. Then another sound, far off, shrill and brief, like the screeching yowl of some immense cat, the sound softened by distance and breezes.


  “That is not something of nature’s making,” Tyrane announced firmly.


  “No. Whatever made that sound is huge. Nothing small could make a noise like that.”


  “Should I wake the wizards?”


  “Not yet. It’s far off. Let them sleep a while longer.”


  But silence when the norm is the continuous rumble and clunk of elven chains can seem as loud as any warning bell or shout. Horses were suddenly alert and the sound of their shoes clanging on the deck-plates as they shifted their weight rang the length of the vessel and echoed from the rock walls either side of them. It wasn’t long before the entire party were huddled in their blankets or cloaks near the forward deckhouse, Elayeen standing on the starboard walkway and casting her gaze north along the canal past Tyrane’s right.


  No-one spoke. It was clear from the way the two men of the night watch were poised at the prow that they were listening intently for something. Allazar cast a glance up and over his left shoulder, the waxing moon was close to dipping behind the ridge above them to the southwest, and though it was still about a day from its first quarter, its light would be missed should any threat present itself.


  The gentlest of breezes wafted along the canal, barely enough to disturb hair much less cloaks and blankets, but the air was damp, and chill, and there was still an hour or more before the sun rose behind the sheer rock walls to the east. Long minutes passed, and still the night watch kept their vigil, motionless, and the fact that they did so assured all the others that whatever had been heard was not to be dismissed lightly. Even Elayeen kept her silence, and that she did so was taken to be a good sign.


  At length, just as the moon sank below the cliffs on their left and the world dimmed to starlit wash of grey, another sound, far distant, echoed along the canal from the north; a short, shrill squealing, which ended abruptly, as though stilled by a sudden death.


  “Allazar?” Gawain whispered, not looking over his shoulder but knowing the wizard was there.


  “I know it not.”


  “Elayeen?”


  “I see nothing dark ahead.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I believe I know it,” Arramin whispered, “I believe it is the sound of metal upon metal. The Wheel of Thal-Marrahan.”


  Gawain eased himself past the deckhouse along the port walkway, and down onto the deck, while Tyrane maintained the watch from where he stood.


  “You think it’s the wheel, Arramin? In truth? The noises Tyrane and I heard earlier could have been the wheel, I suppose.”


  Arramin nodded in the gloom. “Yes, my lords, I do believe so. And it both saddens and alarms me.”


  “Why so?”


  “It saddens me because clearly the wheel is not properly lubricated and may be damaged, my lords. It alarms me because knowing the great mechanisms as I do, I know it cannot revolve unless commanded so to do.”


  “Dwarfspit! You mean someone is attempting to drive it?”


  The elderly wizard shrugged slightly. “The elven engineers of Thal-Marrahan’s time so constructed the mechanism as to keep it locked in position should any catastrophe occur. Thus, any failure of its vast parts would render the wheel safe, and not a danger to its users. It can only be made to revolve about its axis by the manipulation of its controls.”


  “Can we be so close to it, then? I thought you said it would be late morning or afternoon before we encountered it.”


  Again, Arramin shrugged apologetically. “My calculations attempted to make account for stoppages on our journey, and the somewhat approximate distances mentioned in the references I have read describing these works, my lord. But there is a large margin for error.”


  “And it is night, Longsword, and the ridge rises above us like the walls of a tunnel, carrying the sound from afar.”


  “True,” Gawain conceded.


  “And,” Allazar added softly, “At the other wheel, to the south, the sound of its activation attracted the Razorwing from a great distance. I suspect the canal, being of stone and of water, and possessing its own mechanisms below, carries the sound of the wheel much farther than might air alone.”


  “Very well,” Gawain announced, his voice low but firm. “We’ll remain off the chain ‘til dawn gives us a better view of our surrounds. Tyrane and I shall pole us forward, Allazar if you would take the tiller?”


  “I shall.”


  “Keep us toward the middle of the canal. The rest of you should retire aft, try to sleep if you can, doze if you can’t. It’ll be light soon enough anyway.”


  Tyrane waited until Kahla helped Elayeen step down and away to the aft deckhouse before stepping down himself.


  “What do you think, m’lord? Elves?”


  “I hope so.”


  “I do not imagine it could be anyone else, my lords,” Arramin asserted. “The controls require to be operated in a certain order for the wheel to turn. Simply pulling levers and cranking handles at random would avail no-one of success. Yet the lack of lubrication suggests the operator is not competent.”


  “But why would they be trying to operate the wheel at all? Never mind at this time of night. Or morning.”


  “Alas, I cannot guess. My lords, if you wish, I can summon the light of Aemon, it would serve very well to illuminate our path for a goodly distance?”


  “No, thank you Arramin. It would also serve to alert eyeballs other than our own to our presence. We’ll pole away, and proceed cautiously in daylight. If there are elves at the wheel, I’d prefer not to surprise them into anything precipitous before my lady has a chance to speak to them.”


  “Of course, my lord,” And with a slight bow, Arramin retired aft.


  With Allazar at the tiller steering the barge, and with Gawain and Tyrane walking the poles, the vessel slid silently northward once more, though at a somewhat reduced pace.


  


  oOo


  


  



  16. Venn Emiya?


  


  Dawn seemed to take an age to lighten the sky and condemn the stars to obscurity once more, but when it finally came, wispy clouds promised a gentle day. The sheer sides of the cliffs rising above them curtailed their view of the world however, producing a kind of tunnel vision that goaded their frustration given that a threat lay unseen ahead of them. There had been no further noises from the north though, which while it was scant comfort was better than no comfort at all.


  The barge was poled to the west bank, and the two scouts nipped ashore to run ahead, fully armed and alert. The pause for the ladies’ convenience was short-lived, and the horses seemed genuinely puzzled at not being led ashore for exercise, even though they could see that the foliage on the banks was sparse and of poor quality at the foot of the cliffs.


  As soon as the barge was on the chain again, Elayeen took a prominent position in front of the forward deckhouse, and when Gawain asked her if elves at the wheel might react with defensive violence towards them at their sudden appearance on the canal, Eldengaze merely asserted again that none would bar their passage to Shiyanath.


  Gawain and Tyrane attempted to doze, sitting on the benches under the shade of the forward deckhouse roof, but it was futile. With the possibility of contact with Elvendere’s residents so close and so much sooner than anticipated, the brazier remained stowed in its compartment, and camp-pans of cold goat stew were too unappetising to contemplate. Those on day watch contented themselves with ancient honey-bars for breakfast, while Gawain shared his frak for supper with Tyrane.


  “How far are the scouts?” Gawain asked quietly.


  “About a mile, Longsword. Still in sight, and making no signals.”


  “They’ll signal if they see anything,” Tyrane asserted, “Then run like a Kiromok was after them if they do. There’s no cover for them to take advantage of, out there on the bank.”


  “At least with the game along the ridge we’ve bagged these last few days, we can be sure there are none of those dark creatures loose in these parts,” Allazar asserted.


  A long, drawn out squealing of protesting metal echoed eerily along the canal, louder than it had been when last they heard it. Arramin paced and muttered, clearly upset by the sound. But when half an hour had passed with no further repetition of the noise which set teeth and nerves on edge, the elderly wizard finally took a seat in the forward deckhouse, and settled.


  


  Gawain could find no peace in the relative silence which followed that single, nerve-jangling squeal from the north, and he certainly couldn’t sleep. Instead, he busied himself with his duties first to Gwyn, and then to the other horses aboard. They could feel the tension rising aboard the vessel, and were restless themselves as a result. The west bank slid by, and though the tow-path and the narrow strip of scrubby ground between it and the foot of the cliff were by no means inviting, to equine eyes they were much more to be desired than the metallic corral of the barge.


  Elayeen stood at the prow of the vessel, to the right of the tiller, facing north of course and with her ever-present bow resting on her left boot. Occasionally, she turned her head slightly to the west, watching the scouts when they eased forward, the two men keeping the distance between themselves and the vessel as constant as they could. They would jog ahead, then crouch and pause until the barge made up the distance, and then they’d set off again, and it was their movement which attracted the attention of Eldengaze.


  Allazar gently rested his hand on Gawain’s shoulder.


  “You should rest, Longsword. You had a long night’s watch.”


  “I know. But there may be trouble ahead and strangely enough, I’m not tired.”


  “And so you’ve spent the last two hours with brush, shovel and nose-bag attending every horse aboard.”


  Gawain shrugged. “Horses remind me of home, and are familiar friends. They have hard work ahead of them too, when we reach Ostinath. Assuming we get there.”


  “Assuming? Has something happened to give rise to such doubts?”


  “Tyrane reminded me last night where we are and what we are about. Truthfully, Allazar, we’ve all been so relieved at leaving that dread city in the south and putting more and more distance between us and it, we seem to have forgotten our purpose, or so it seems to me.”


  “It is this method of travel, I fear. There is a comfort to the regularity of the mechanism towing us from below, and the apparent dependability of its rumbling and clunking every thirty-three yards. With little to do but sit back and watch, it is easy to let go of cares and concerns.”


  “Yes. But we cannot simply abrogate our responsibilities and delegate the task of watchfulness to Eldengaze. As Tyrane has said, it is elves that wait ahead, not Morloch nor any spawn of his making. When we draw nearer the wheel, I’ll stand beside her with my arrowsilk cloak at the ready, no matter what rasping protest she may make.”


  Allazar glanced along the main deck towards the forward deckhouse. “It might be wiser, Longsword, if I stood by our queen. With the Dymendin staff I can shield her just as well as your cloak, and the sight of a wizard next to an elfin wearing the uniform of the Thalangard may dissuade any of the elven kindred from loosing too enthusiastic a greeting.”


  “Or it may encourage the same. We’ve no idea what’s happening in Elvendere, nor the reason for that orphaned word ‘Urgent’ which Brock so infuriatingly tacked on to the end of his message.”


  “Yet we are few, and cannot shoulder the responsibility now for the safety of all the lands south of the Teeth any more than we could at Ferdan. We must trust that Rak of Tarn has forged the union dreamt of for so very long. We must trust that all lands now stand together.”


  “With what? We may have slapped Morloch back beyond the mountains and shattered his hopes of swarming across the farak gorin, but he still has his armies. They may not be much in terms of numbers, but they’re a lot more than the lowlands have faced in so long only an historian like Arramin could say when. Whatever army the Council may wish me to lead in the north had best contain the thousands of elven archers Elayeen spoke of at Rak’s house, because without them, we’re likely doomed.”


  Allazar sighed gently, leaning on his staff. “In a little over two weeks, we shall have the answer to Brock’s orphaned word, as you so quaintly describe it.”


  “If all goes well,” Gawain muttered, admiring his handiwork with the horses.


  “Indeed,” Allazar agreed, and was about to continue the conversation when the clucking of Tyrane’s tongue drew their attention forward.


  The Callodon officer signalled to Gawain.


  “The scouts are returning at the double. They’ve seen something, or something’s seen them.”


  “Ah.”


  


  When both scouts leapt nimbly back aboard, Arramin stood poised with his hand upon the lever ready to disengage from the chain.


  “Milords,” Rollaf began, breathing hard, “Wheel’s ahead. About three miles.”


  “Aye, about three mile,” Terryn agreed.


  “Anything else?” Tyrane prompted.


  “Didn’t see, Serre. Saw the wheel, up over the horizon. Thought you’d want to know.”


  “Indeed,” Gawain announced, “And better you’re aboard than out there on our approach to it. Keep us on the chain, Arramin. Lady Kahla, you’ll be safer with Serre Jaxon inside the deckhouse please. Allazar, with my lady. It’s time to stand to. If there are no…” But Gawain broke off as another loud metallic screeching lanced along the canal, ricocheting from the high walls before it halted abruptly.


  “Imbeciles!” Arramin sighed, “Incompetent imbeciles!”


  “As I was saying,” Gawain continued, “If there are no elves at the staging pool ahead, there will be at the controls and docking pool below. It’ll be best for all of us I think if the first person they see is my lady. Rollaf, Terryn, a station below the side of the barge amid the horses please. Don’t put in any sudden appearance unless signalled.”


  “Aye milord.”


  “We must be careful. We will be viewed as trespassers here, unannounced, unexpected, and as far as they’re concerned, unwelcome.”


  “None shall bar our way,” Eldengaze announced from the prow.


  “Tell it to your countrymen when we see them,” Gawain murmured under his breath.


  With only a little over thirty minutes to the wheel, if the scouts estimate of distance was correct, the barge suddenly came alive with urgent but measured activity. Gear was stowed, weapons checked and readied, supplies tucked away safely under benches in the deckhouses fore and aft, horses calmed as best they could be in spite of the rising tension.


  Another short-lived scream of tortured metal echoed along the canal, and Arramin winced and fumed.


  “How is it the elves cannot operate the wheel?” Gawain mused.


  “It is very old, my lord, and with the passage of great lengths of time much is forgotten. It’s also possible, and I do hope it isn’t so, that the wheel is damaged, and the agonies we are hearing are the elves’ attempts at repairing the mechanism.”


  “But why would they want to operate it? That is the question.” Allazar remarked sternly, standing to Elayeen’s right, his staff clutched firmly in both hands.


  “Why indeed, after all these years,” Arramin agreed.


  The northern Wheel of Thal-Marrahan grew larger ahead of them with each minute, and when all aboard had been readied for whatever might greet them there, the lock gates giving access to the staging pool were clearly visible.


  “Elayeen?” Gawain called from his position below and behind her in the deckhouse.


  “I see nothing dark. But there are people there, a small group. Perhaps half a dozen.”


  “Dwarfspit. Are they elves?”


  “I cannot say.”


  Allazar shielded his eyes against the glare of the sun, blazing over the eastern cliffs where they dropped away sharply. On both sides of the vessel now the familiar green of the great forest hove into view as the cliffs each side of the canal swept down and drew level with the banks.


  “They don’t appear to have seen us yet, Longsword,” Allazar announced softly.


  Gawain looked across at Tyrane, who was peering ahead through the porthole. “How far?”


  “Half a mile to the lock gate, my lord.”


  Arramin, standing with his hand resting lightly on the lever which would disengage the barge from the chain, shifted his white oak staff over his shoulder. Gawain flicked a glance aft, past the horses, all of which had moved to the near side of the vessel and were eyeing the bank sliding by a mere three feet away from them. Kahla and Jaxon were huddled on the bench on the starboard side of the rear deckhouse, beside a pair of saddles and sacks of feed behind which they could shelter if arrows flew. The scouts squatted on their haunches below the gunwales, crossbows cocked and bolted but held casually, and professionally.


  Minutes ticked by.


  “Four hundred yards, my lord.”


  “Thank you, Tyrane. Allazar?”


  “They appear to be elves. They have not seen us, and are gathered facing the wheel, to the right of the pool.”


  “Possibly using the speaking-tube to talk to those below,” Arramin suggested.


  “Quite possibly, Master Arramin,” Allazar confirmed.


  Gawain adjusted his arrowsilk cloak, and loosened the arrow-string around his wrist. He hadn’t used it for some time, it had been the men of Callodon who had bagged the goats for the pot during the day watch while he and Tyrane slept.


  “Two hundred yards.”


  “Still we are unnoticed, Longsword.”


  “At one hundred yards before the lock, the chain automatically disengages, my lords,” Arramin quietly reminded them, and slipped his staff from over his shoulder.


  Gawain eased forward a little to peep through the starboard porthole. The wheel loomed large overhead, the dull steel of the lock gates in the centre of the canal looming larger dead ahead and obscuring his view of the pool and the elves beyond.


  “They are certainly elves, though deaf as posts I would say,” Allazar remarked.


  Another great squealing of protesting metal rent the air, setting their teeth on edge and making the horses start, but the sound of their hooves clattering on the deck-plates was drowned out by the shrieking of the wheel. Gawain felt the clunk of the chain disengaging through his boots, and Arramin eased the lever forward and cranked a wheel to unlock the tillers. On the walkway at the bow, Allazar used the foot of his Dymendin staff to nudge the tiller, easing the vessel gently towards the west bank as it slowed.


  “Dwarfspit, haven’t they seen us yet?”


  “No.”


  “Can you see them?”


  “Clearly,” Allazar replied, “There are seven of them, one inside the small hut with the speaking-tube, six milling around.”


  “Armed?”


  “Shortswords, I cannot see their… oh yes, their bows are propped against the hut which houses the levers for the chains.”


  There was the slightest of bumps as the barge came to a halt against the west bank, but the sound of the massive metallic vessel striking the stonework of the canal was by no means trivial.


  “Ah,” Allazar announced. “One of them has finally noticed us.”


  “Stand ready,” Gawain whispered, and flashed a hand signal to the scouts in the middle of the vessel.


  “Arangard! Arangard!” an urgent voice cried from the northeast. “An suten! Suten!”


  “They are rather hurriedly scrabbling for their bows and running in our general direction,” Allazar began his commentary. “They are on the east side of the pool, heading for the bank, and should be visible to you shortly, Longsword, once they’ve passed the lock gate area.”


  “Wonderful.”


  “Nai murthen! Stent thool! Nai murthen!” another voice screamed at them.


  “Don’t move, stand still,” Tyrane muttered, translating the orders from the elves frantically nocking arrows to strings and rushing past the lock gate to aim hastily at the barge.


  Elayeen lifted her bow high over her head, holding it horizontally in her left hand, her two broken fingers sticking up above the grip.


  “Stent thool! Venn emiya! Venn emiya!”


  “Stand still, who are you?” Tyrane supplied again.


  Eldengaze called across the canal to the group of elves, who held their shafts at the half-draw but angled down towards a spot in the water perhaps ten feet from the starboard side of the barge.


  “Eem Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan, Thalin-Raheen, athin am Thal-Hak, athin am Thalin-Reeyan. Stent vegg! Stand aside, Sutengard, do not bar my way!”


  And with that command, Elayeen lowered her bow, resting its lower limb on her boot. Confusion gripped those ashore.


  “Venn este? Vizarrn?”


  “Who is he, a wizard?” Tyrane whispered.


  “Eest frith. Allazar, Primmen am Raheen. We are called to Shiyanath, stand aside!”


  “Stent thool!”


  “They are holding a conference,” Allazar announced quietly.


  “Dwarfspit. This does not appear to be going well.”


  “One of them looks to have been nominated as spokesperson and is making ready to speak.”


  Gawain risked a peek around the deckhouse wall and above the gunwales. Seven elves stood on the east bank, some forty feet away. They were clad in simple brown and green, but they were well-armed and well-built, and their arrows were still nocked to the strings of their bows. And their hands were still on the strings.


  “Athin am Thal-Hak eest faranthroth,” the lead elf called, his voice hard. “And we take no orders from Raheen.”


  “Eem Thalin-Raheen, Sutengard! Stent vegg!” Eldengaze rasped, and Gawain felt her anger scraping his nerves.


  “I’ve had enough of this. Master Arramin, I will need you to make that light of Aemon again.”


  “My lord.”


  “This is precipitous, Longsword,” Allazar warned.


  “Because this is getting us nowhere,” Gawain replied, and flashed a hand signal to the scouts in the middle of the barge.


  At once, they turned, crouching low, and then rose, levelling their crossbows, in full view of the elves on the bank. In three strides, Tyrane was out of the deckhouse and had leapt up onto the walkway, his own crossbow levelled. Arramin stepped forward, the white oak staff held low, muttering, and a cone of brilliant white light blazed across the canal into the faces of the stunned elves on the tow-path. Gawain stepped up out of cover to stand beside Allazar while the elves, flinching, frantically tried to shield their eyes.


  “Allazar, one of your lightning-trees if you please. Arramin, dim your light.”


  The First Wizard of Raheen sighed, but obeyed, planting his Dymendin hard upon the grating of the walkway, and when Arramin’s light of Aemon flickered out like a snuffed candle, an immense and crackling blast of white fire rent the air above the barge.


  “I am Gawain, Son of Davyd, King of Raheen! My lady commands you stand aside, and stand aside you shall! Eem frith am Elvendere!”


  Seven dazzled and furiously-blinking elves contemplated the three crossbows and two clearly powerful staves pointed in their direction, and confusion began to reign in their ranks once more. Gawain ended it with another command.


  “You!” and he pointed at the apparent leader, “Bring your Sutengard across the gate here to the west bank, we have neither the time nor the patience for this delay! Now!”


  There was the briefest moment of hesitation, but then at the rear of the vessel, Jaxon and Kahla emerged from the deckhouse to stand on the walkway. The sudden increase in numbers visible aboard and the edge to Gawain’s command tilted the balance, and with a jerk of his head the elf leader strode along the blue-stone wall past the lock gate wheel, his men following.


  Allazar helped Elayeen over the tiller, across the prow, and off the vessel onto the tow-path, and as the elven southguard nimbly hurried across the narrow lock gates, those aboard the barge followed their movement closely, until, finally, the nine who had left Jarn together stood face to face with elves from Ostinath.


  The leader, perhaps realising too late that no Raheen horde was secreted aboard the vessel, became suddenly braver.


  “Who are you to trespass here in…”


  But he broke off as Elayeen strode forward, reached up, and took him by the throat, and with deft flick of her right leg, brought the elf to his knees. She stooped at the waist and forced the elf backwards painfully, and then gazed down at her victim. With a voice which sent a shudder through Gawain and Allazar, and, apparently, the elves too, Eldengaze hissed:


  “Eem Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan, Thalin-Raheen, athin am Thal-Hak, athin am Thalin-Reeyan! Stent vegg! Stand aside, Sutengard, do not bar my way!”


  An expression of unspeakable horror washed over the elfguard’s face, and try as he might, he was unable to avert his eyes from the elfin towering over him. Perhaps it was the slender hand gripping his windpipe which prevented him from twisting his head away from that dread gaze, but Gawain knew differently. Elayeen had him pinned with the sight of the Eldenelves.


  Another elf moved forward to intervene, and Elayeen flicked her glance up at him. At once, that elf threw up his arm in front of his face and twisted away in horror. Still clutching the leader’s throat, Elayeen swung her gaze over all the elves before her, and all of them flinched, and backed away.


  Then, with a final, guttural command, Elayeen released her grip, and stood upright. “Stand aside. Do not bar my way!”


  


  oOo


  


  



  17. Master-stroke


  


  It was a sullen and somewhat cowed group of elven Southguard who trudged back across the lock gates to the east bank, followed by two wizards, the King of Raheen, and a Captain of Callodon. Elayeen and Kahla boarded the barge at Gawain’s quiet but insistent request, while Jaxon and the scouts poled the vessel to the middle of the canal facing the lock gates.


  At the east side of the lock, Arramin turned to Gawain and with a gesture towards the north-eastern corner of the staging pool where the hut containing the speaking-tube stood with its door wide open, requested permission to speak to those below. A simple nod granted his request and the elderly wizard at once hurried off, watched by an increasingly petulant group of elves.


  “Tyrane, the gates if you please, and shut down the chains in the southern canal if you would.”


  “Aye, my lord,” And the captain began cranking the wheel to begin the process of admitting the barge to the staging pool. Gawain and Allazar made their way slowly towards the northern gates which gave way to the aqueduct leading to the wheel, pausing when they’d gone half way.


  “You there,” Gawain called to the unfortunate elf still rubbing his bruised throat. “What’s your name?”


  “Ellas,” was the simple and somewhat truculent reply.


  “Are you and your men from Ostinath?”


  “Yes.”


  “What brings you to the Canal of Thal-Marrahan? Surely you cannot be travelling to the city in the south?”


  Elven eyes widened again, and some flicked nervous glances towards the barge and Elayeen standing in front of the forward deckhouse, her face turned towards them.


  “What do you know of Calhaneth?”


  “We have come from there,” and Gawain again noted the shock in elven faces. “We are making haste towards Shiyanath and the Council of Kings there. We were invited here. I understand your surprise at our arrival, Ellas of the Southguard, but your welcome leaves much to be desired. I ask again, what brings elves to the Canal of Thal-Marrahan?”


  “War,” Ellas announced.


  “War!” Allazar gasped, standing beside Gawain, “Where?”


  Ellas nodded towards the north. “Ostinath. Korothin. Medthorn. Ulniyen. All have been attacked.”


  “These are all western provinces?” Allazar gasped, and when Ellas nodded an affirmative, added, “Attacked how? And by whom?”


  “By foul beasts and dark magic, creatures of the air, and creatures of the land.”


  “When did this begin?” Gawain pressed, moving forward to stand closer to the elves, a gesture of support which was not lost on them.


  “Ulniyen was struck in the last week of July.”


  “After Ferdan, Longsword.”


  “Yes. Morloch, attempting to drive a wedge between Elvendere and her lowland neighbours. Tell me, Ellas, what news of Shiyanath, and Elvenheth? In other lands, wizards have betrayed the kindred races again, what has happened here?”


  The elf shrugged. “We are Sutengard from Ostinath, and know nothing of events in Shiyanath. There were wizards who betrayed Elvendere too. Many lives have been lost, and there are those who hold Raheen responsible.”


  “Foolishness,” Allazar glowered, “It was Raheen who revealed the treachery and Morloch’s foul intent.”


  Again, Ellas shrugged.


  “You still haven’t answered my question,” Gawain prompted. “Why is the Southguard at the canal, and making ready the wheel?”


  “We are ordered to scout south, where the Empire touches nearest the great forest. After Ulniyen and then Medthorn, scouts were sent on foot. They returned with news of a creature of the air similar to those which struck at Medthorn.”


  “And so Ostinath has decided to send an expeditionary force?”


  Ellas nodded, glancing briefly and nervously over Gawain’s shoulder as the barge slid silently through the lock into the staging pool, and towards them and the eastern dockside. “We are to escort a wizard the length of the canal.”


  “Then I have good news. What dark creatures there were in the city of the south have been destroyed. There is nothing there. Elves have no reason to venture to that dread place.”


  The Southguard exchanged fresh glances which revealed a mixture of relief and then sudden nervousness as the barge bumped noisily against the blue-stone dock. Chains rattled, the Callodon scouts deftly mooring the vessel, and then the elves took a pace backwards. Gawain didn’t need to look over his shoulder to know that Elayeen had stepped ashore.


  Arramin hurried to join the small knot of men and elves. “My lords, I have persuaded those below to cease their bumbling attempts at turning the wheel. I must go down to operate the controls, and while it is my sincere hope that the wheel is undamaged, I cannot say for sure until I am able to survey the scene.”


  Gawain nodded. “Ellas, is there a safe path down?”


  “Yes.”


  “Safe enough for horses?”


  “No. The path is broad but there are steep steps cut into the rock. It is why we wanted to use the wheel, to bring up horses and supplies.”


  “I should like two of your guards to accompany the wizard Arramin and my scouts down below.”


  Elayeen drew up just to the rear of Gawain’s left arm, and suddenly there was no shortage of volunteers from the Sutengard. Ellas nominated two, and Tyrane summoned Rollaf and Terryn forward.


  “Make certain you inform those of your comrades below who we are, and the reason for our presence here,” Gawain addressed the two elves, “I don’t want any repeat below of the poor welcome we received up here. Serre Wizard, please signal Allazar when you feel the wheel is ready for use, or if you find it damaged beyond safe use. If we have to, we’ll find another way down with the horses.”


  “My lord.”


  “Scouts, eyes and ears open please. The darkness from the west has struck at Ostinath. It’s not impossible they may also strike here.”


  “Aye milord.”


  Gawain flashed a brief hand signal, which to the elves might have been a simple gesture to wave the men away to their duties, but which of course was a command for caution. The party bound for the steep descent of the northern cliff face set off, leaving five elves desperately seeking a way to join them to evade the unsettling presence of the daughter of Thal-Hak, Queen of Raheen, and the dreadful gaze she possessed.


  “It may be some time before Arramin has the wheel operational,” Gawain announced, “We’ll bring the horses ashore to stretch their legs and enjoy the grasses yonder. Ellas, you and your men are of course at liberty to continue what duties you may have, though I would appreciate it if you would give the First Wizard of Raheen as much information as you can about recent events.”


  Ellas nodded, and with obvious relief, the elves moved away from the strangers in their midst, and gathered again at the corner of the staging pool by the speaking-tube hut.


  “Find out what you can, Allazar,” Gawain said softly, “But be cautious. Elayeen, please keep a good watch. We may not be safe here.”


  “They shall not bar the way.”


  “Perhaps not. But if the darkness in the west has been loosed upon your homeland, the danger may not be from your people.”


  Allazar nodded, and strode purposefully towards the elves, and Kahla led Elayeen to the grass bank beyond the blue-stone surrounds of the staging pool.


  “They don’t seem very fond of us, my lord.”


  “No, Tyrane, they don’t. Come, let’s get the horses ashore. Allazar is more likely to obtain the information we need than we are. Me, they resent for many reasons, and my lady, it seems, terrifies them.”


  “Yes, it is strange my lord. Though I confess, the method by which her Majesty elected to chastise her countrymen for their poor welcome was a little unnerving.”


  Gawain grimaced. “Yes, though I suspect once word spreads there’ll be few foolish enough to stand in her way again.” He glanced towards Elayeen standing on the grass with Kahla. She was so far removed from the Elayeen he had met in Gan’s province far to the northeast. But, he conceded, much had happened in everyone’s lives since then, and who was he to judge elves and their behaviour in their own homeland?


  “Let’s tend to the horses, Tyrane. Gwyn is looking fretful and that’s making them all nervous.”


  


  Half an hour later, the horses grazing happily on dry land, there was a low rumble under foot, and then a hissing, and a fine misty spray drifted up from the wheel and wafted over them all. There was a clunk, and then a squeal, and the wheel began to rotate, slowly. Elves and men watched, fascinated, as the immense structure slowly revolved, axles giving occasional shrill protests. When the caisson from below eventually swung into place at the end of the aqueduct, there was another immense clunk, and the wheel locked into position.


  Steam mingled with the mist of water sprays playing on the bearings below them, and Allazar left the group of elves and strode to the northeast corner and the speaking-tube.


  “It seems, my lord, that the wheel goes ‘round once more.”


  “So far so good, though I expect we’ll be here for a while yet. It took a few revolutions to lubricate the thing back in the south, I doubt this one will be any different.”


  “Aye.”


  “Here comes Allazar. Hopefully he will have persuaded the elves of our best intentions, and gleaned some detail about the attacks in the west.”


  “At least we know that the wizard Arramin is safely in command of the wheel, if the noises the thing made before our arrival are anything to go by.”


  “Longsword, Captain.”


  “Allazar.”


  “Master Arramin reports the wheel appears to be functional, but needs more time and testing before he’ll permit a descent. There is an elfwizard below, with the remainder of a squad of thirty Southguard. They also have horses and supplies. Word is being sent ahead to Ostinath of our arrival.”


  “I thought it might be. Arramin and the scouts are safe?”


  “I would think so. The fact that Master Arramin has the wheel operational has earned more than a little gratitude from sensitive ears down below. How Ostinath and its governors will react to news of our presence, I cannot say.”


  “What news have you gleaned from our truculent friend Ellas?”


  “Do not judge him too harshly, Longsword. His experience at the hands of our queen was not pleasant, and they fear her. If they had expected a shy and retiring faranthroth elfin, then their expectations have been brutally shattered. Elf does not kill elf, but Ellas came close to being dangerously injured.”


  “Serves ‘im right,” Tyrane muttered.


  “Perhaps, Captain, but he is only a simple guardsman, their officer remained below and sent this small contingent up only because it was felt it might be necessary for them to operate a lever or control for the wheel. They are simple soldiers, far removed from crowns and diplomacy.”


  “All the more reason for them to yield,” Gawain asserted on Tyrane’s behalf. “But no matter their rank, what news?”


  Allazar nodded seriously, and leaned on his staff, lowering his voice a little.


  “Attacks have been made on four of the larger western provinces from Ostinath northwards. From the descriptions, I would say elves have been fortunate, though they would not think so. Razorwings struck Medthorn, which, apparently, is situated on the western slopes of a high hill. A good portion of the forest has been cleared there for the raising of sheep, for wool and for meat, or so Ellas said. The clearance gave the Razorwings room for manoeuvre, and until wizards were able to destroy the dark winged enemy, much harm was done.


  “At Ulniyen it was a Kraal-beast loosed upon them, and at Korothin, from the description Ellas gave, it was two Grimmand which wrought havoc upon the gentle people there. At Ostinath, the enemy were somewhat braver, loosing a Kraal of Tansee and then raining black fire from the back of a Graken. The Graken and its rider were repelled by elven arrows but the Kraal and black fire took their toll before the attack was ended.”


  “Dwarfspit. That sounds like much more than a simple tactic to divert Thal-Hak’s attention from affairs of state at Shiyanath.”


  “It does,” Allazar nodded seriously, “And there have been reports of an army of Gorian troops mustering northwest of the quarries beyond the forest at Ostinath. If true, and if they are supported by dark wizard-made creatures, they could strike any of the provinces already within their range. It is entirely possible that this is the ‘urgency’ to which Brock of Callodon referred in his message.”


  “Elve’s Blood and Dwarfspit, is nothing ever simple? Would the Empire really side with Morloch?”


  “They may have no choice, Longsword. I suspect that any army mustering to the west will not be under the Emperor’s control. From what Jaxon has told us, the Emperor is shut up in his golden city. What forces there might be gathering beyond the quarries may well be conscripts driven by their dark masters.”


  “Do the elves have sufficient loyal wizards to defend against the creatures?”


  Allazar shrugged. “I do not know. I understand that the wizard waiting below is of a low order of the elven brethren, sent to gather information concerning reports of the Razorwing in the south and possibly to take action against it. I suspect he and all the southguard will be much relieved to learn we have already destroyed the creatures which lurked at the far end of this canal. It is true to say that sufficient mystic power existed to defeat the dark powers loosed upon the provinces here, but not before much harm was done. They would not risk sending a wizard of power on a simple scouting expedition to the south, not with a proven threat already present from the west.”


  Gawain remembered the insidious nature of the fear which had slowed their progress in the south, and tried not to imagine the extent of the carnage which creatures such as the Grimmand and Kraal and Razorwing could wreak upon an unprepared population. Without loyal wizards of power, what chance would people have against those vile beasts, never mind a Kiromok?


  “Do they know nothing of events in the north?”


  “Alas. The officer and the wizard below might have some knowledge, but the soldiery do not. Their homes and families are here in the southwest, and that is where their interests lie. Any talk of war in the north would be of little concern to them given the attacks which have already happened in their own provinces.”


  “With the west of Elvendere threatened by the Empire, how much help can we expect Thal-Hak to give against Morloch’s armies in the northeast and northwest?”


  Tyrane suddenly realised the implications to his own homeland, and gasped. “Surely our new allies will not abandon us so soon?”


  But Allazar simply gazed sadly, first at Gawain, and then at Tyrane.


  “Elayeen said Elvendere could bring thousands of archers to the field,” Gawain asserted, “Surely some could be spared?”


  “We have yet to reach Ostinath, Longsword. We have no way of knowing the full extent of the western front Morloch has opened, nor any real understanding of the strength of the forces at his disposal. I fear we will not know how much aid we might expect from Thal-Hak until we reach Shiyanath.”


  Gawain caught Jaxon’s eye by the horses, and beckoned him over.


  “Serres?”


  “Jaxon, we’ve learned from our elven friends there might be a Gorian army mustering in the northwest. Can you tell us anything about that region?”


  “We are very far north of Armunland, Serres,” Jaxon gazed briefly towards the west, but of course saw only the forest stretching away to the horizon. “They used to say the Emperor’s reach was long, but they said his arm wasn’t long enough and his hand wasn’t big enough to hold the Meggenveld. We must be getting near there, or we will be soon.”


  “The Meggenveld?”


  “It’s a big land, there are no Tals there. Mostly the people live wild, the land’s not much good for crops and there’s nowhere to get slaves from, except in the elves’ forest, and no-one would dare to try that. The Emperor’s armies don’t like fighting in woodland, they prefer open spaces. In the Meggenveld, whoever is strongest is Tal until someone stronger comes along, and the winner takes the losers as slaves. They’re Meggens, Serres, they make their own laws.”


  “They’re free people?” Tyrane asked, baffled.


  Jaxon shrugged. “Not free like us. They’re only free if they win the fight.”


  “Wildings and barbarians,” Allazar mused, “It would’ve been the likes of those the Ramoth employed as guardsmen.”


  “What more can you tell us, Jaxon? How big is this Meggenveld, could they raise an army?”


  Jaxon looked sheepish, and Gawain realised that a man taken as a slave from Pellarn in boyhood and who had known nothing but the Simayen region of Armunland in Goria could hardly be expected to know everything about the Empire to the west.


  “Serres, all I know is, the stories talk about high mountains in the north, the elves’ forest in the east, and more mountains and rocky bits in the west. I don’t know how big it is, except that it’s big. The Emperor gets most of his horses from Namanland, the northern province they say is up by the mountains that can’t be crossed. Between Namanland and the mountains is the Meggenveld. Because the Emperor wants the horses for himself and his Tals, the Talguard are strong there.”


  “I’ve seen Gorian horses,” Tyrane announced, “Small, but sturdy animals.”


  Allazar scratched his chin. “If this Meggenveld is such a large expanse of wilderness, it would take riders to patrol and defend what must be the plains in this Namanland. The elf guard Ellas did not mention cavalry in the army said to be mustering in the northwest. Yet, we are still some seven hundred miles from Ostinath, and almost another six hundred to Shiyanath from there. It is possible that the force mustering northwest of Ostinath is in fact a rag-tag collection of wild men and mercenaries, these Meggens.”


  Jaxon shrugged and apology. “Since the darkness, no-one really knows anything for sure.”


  “Did the Meggens ever attack the Talguard, did you ever hear any stories or rumours about that?” Gawain asked hopefully.


  “No, Serres. Until the darkness came, no-one ever attacked the Talguard, except maybe in Pellarn.”


  “Longsword, whatever the nature of the army facing Ostinath, if army indeed there be, there is little we can do about it here…”


  Allazar was cut short by a familiar shudder from under foot, and a clunk, and then a sudden squeal from the wheel as it began to rotate, its direction reversed as Arramin attempted to lubricate the bearings.


  Gawain nodded, clapped Jaxon on the shoulder by way of thanks, and then strode away towards the horses, and Gwyn. He needed a little time to think.


  “Hai Ugly,” he said softly, patting his horse-friend on the neck.


  Gwyn gave no reply, other than to continue ripping grass from the eastern slope. It was a little richer here than it had been on the banks further south, and the horses were making the most of it. They too had heard the sound of the wheel before, and knew what it meant.


  Gawain sighed. He could almost feel Gwyn’s frustration and contempt for the barge and the great water road. It had been a desperate necessity in their flight from Calhaneth, and then, when the horror of that place had subsided a little, a novelty. But the novelty had quickly worn off, and although travelling at around a hundred and twenty miles a day was invaluable to those whose journey demanded haste, metal and rough grass were poor reward for creatures yearning for wide open spaces, and Gawain was one of them.


  And now Morloch had struck at the western provinces of Elvendere. It had been hard enough persuading crowns to the council at Ferdan when the threat had been only from the north, from two small armies encamped beyond the farak gorin at the foot of the Teeth. Crowns and their councillors had seen across the Teeth though, and had elected to stand together and face the threat. Not that they’d ever had any real choice but to do so.


  A breeze carrying the scent of pine washed gently up the slope from the east, and Gawain seemed to hear a familiar voice screaming from a distance in his memory…


  Know this, king of nothing, know this! All the horror and dread I shall unleash upon your festering world is the wages of your sins against me! Did you think I could be destroyed so easily! Did you think some feeble relic left by decrepit weaklings made dust before your reeking forebears were conceived would be enough! I am Morloch!


  More squeals from protesting metal at the wheel seemed to punctuate the memory of the bile spat from a vision of Morloch so long ago on the Jarn road. So long ago? No, not really, Gawain thought. It only seemed so long ago because of Calhaneth, and the sounds etched indelibly on his consciousness there. The apparent passage of time was just a trick of a horrified mind, rebelling, pushing everything back, attempting to bury the awful memory of the sounds of a city in its death-agonies and consign it to a dim and distant history. Two weeks ago, they were in Jarn.


  Two weeks ago they knew only that war in the north was inevitable, and that the Council of Kings wanted Gawain to lead the allied armies of the north. If indeed armies there were, for it seemed the bulk of whatever forces there were assembling at Ferdan were, in the main, volunteers. Now they knew, or thought they knew, the meaning of Brock’s cryptic ‘Urgent’, a word tacked on to the end of an already urgent message. Morloch had opened a western front, against Elvendere.


  Did you think I could be destroyed so easily!


  Gawain stood beside Gwyn and surveyed the scene towards the wheel, still slowly turning amid a fug of steam and misty spray billowing from below.


  Elves. Him they regarded with sullen resentment and suspicion. Elayeen they regarded with undisguised fear. Allazar, it seemed, commanded respect, his staff and robes, even robes grubby with travel, symbols of power and authority subtly implanted in elven minds for who knew how long? Gawain remembered the two elven whitebeards in Gan’s province and the power they had wielded; Elayeen would have suffered a miserable death, and neither she nor her brother would have given a hint of the reason why, all because whitebeards had commanded their silence.


  The rest, Tyrane and Kahla and Jaxon, and the scouts before their departure with Arramin, had been contemptuously ignored by the elves. Ignored once the Callodonian crossbows were no longer cocked, bolted and pointed in their direction, of course.


  Did you think I could be destroyed so easily!


  Gawain grimaced. Yes, he thought, after the sword and circle, for a time, I did.


  For a time, it had felt good to have smashed Morloch back beyond the Teeth. It had felt to Gawain as though he had indeed smashed Morloch in the teeth, pounded that aquamire-stained head into the rock with the pommel of Raheen’s Sword of Justice. But then had come the shock of Elayeen’s blindness, and Allazar’s apparent insanity.


  There will be no breach at the Teeth, not for at least another thousand years. Morloch is bound again. Yet there is no joy in this victory. There is only pain, and loss, and no justice for any of us here.


  Yes, that was what he’d told the ghosts of all the great Kings of Raheen gathered beyond the cracked and empty thrones in the cracked and empty Great Hall. But even then, it had felt like victory.


  Did you think some feeble relic left by decrepit weaklings made dust before your reeking forebears were conceived would be enough!


  Yes. At least, that had been the hope. There was, after all, the matter of the armies still in the north, but with alliance between the lowland nations, if not real union, they could be dealt with. But then, at the foot of the Downland Pass, with wounds healing and hearts filled once more with hope, the Gorian refugees had come, seeking sanctuary, and with dark wizard-made evil walking unseen among them.


  And then, Gawain had known that it had not been enough. Just as he knew now that Morloch’s opening of a western front against Elvendere had been a master-stroke, and had likely been planned all along.


  Never underestimate a desperate enemy, your highness, Captain Hass of the One Thousand smiled, stabbing a sausage with his fork and holding it poised by his mouth, they have nothing to lose and everything to gain.


  And Morloch was desperate. Gawain recalled once more the visions he’d seen swimming in the great aquamire lens beneath the Dragon’s Teeth, visions of places he recognised, and others he didn’t. Of course, now he knew that not all of those visions were from the crusted aquamire ‘eyes’ carried by the Ramoth emissaries or treacherous lowland whitebeards. Now he knew some of those visions came from Morloch’s servants in the west.


  In the forest south of Jarn, tracking the Kraal-beast, Gawain had heard a Gorian guardsman berating a dark wizard, low in rank yet still dangerous:


  “Morloch,” Brayan spat something onto the ground, and brushed at the dirt on his bar of food, “You say that like he’s watching. You’re a miserable parGoth, only demGoths and above get to wear an eye and there’s some who say those eyes are too weak and too old to see much of anything now. And that charred ember of yours can’t see more’n a mile worth a spit.”


  But Gawain knew only too well those eyes could see clearly. Here, east of the Eramak River and south of the Teeth, the lowlanders were only now recovering from the scourge of the Ramoth, and that chanting rabble could hardly be described as a military force. In the west, Morloch’s strength had grown for years. It had started in the north, of course, closest to the Teeth, closest to the great lake of aquamire, that dread substance, source of Morloch’s power. And it had spread south through the Gorian Empire like black wine spilled on a tablecloth. Wine spilled by corrupt whitebeards secretly allied to Morloch’s cause in the west as well as the east. It probably hadn’t taken very long at all for the barbaric inhabitants of the Meggenveld to ally themselves with Morloch, either.


  Morloch had known of the Circle at Raheen. He had worked long and hard to keep Elvendere in isolation and had destroyed Raheen to prevent the ancient power locked within that mountain stronghold being released. But it’s a poor General who doesn’t plan for failure as well as for success, and Morloch had laboured over his plans for centuries.


  Morloch’s intentions were perfectly clear. He was coming not to conquer, but to consume, that much they all knew now. And since sword and circle had literally shattered beyond all hope of use his principle route into the southlands, he was simply, in his desperation for food, modifying his original plans a little. Gawain recalled the army lurking in the barren wastes of the northeast, and the ghastly scenes at the Barak-nor, scenes which had filled all those who witnessed them with horror and disgust. Though none of them knew it at the time, those scenes now represented the conflict with Morloch in microcosm. The armies in the barren wastes beyond Threlland needed food, and it was shipped to them by the wagonload. Likewise, if Morloch could not now come to where the food was, why then the food would have to come to Morloch.


  The western front, Gawain knew instinctively, would always have been opened, sooner or later, to divert and distract elves’ attention and deny the lowlands hope of elven reinforcements when the armies of the north marched across the farak gorin. The Council at Ferdan had merely made it sooner.


  


  oOo


  


  



  18. Snowballs


  


  Three times the northern Wheel of Thal-Marrahan was rotated before Arramin sent word up through the speaking-tube that he was satisfied it was safe for use. Gawain insisted that the Sutengard elves join them in the barge for the descent, a symbol, he said, of trust. The merest glance from Elayeen was all it took to ensure that Raheen’s request was met with full and prompt compliance.


  The view from the caisson was little different from that in the south, though here, broad and steep steps were cut into the northern face of the cliff, while those at the southern end were less well-defined and much narrower. Gawain glimpsed Rollaf and Terryn standing outside the door to the control blockhouse, looking relaxed but on their guard nevertheless, and a large detachment of elves stood at the dockside, looking up. Horses, too, and many of them, stood watching the wheel turn, and above the hissing of water jets Gawain and the horses aboard the barge heard a few equine calls of hello drifting up from the grassy area north of what had been the hostel.


  Axles squeaked and squealed as they had in the south, and spray from the jets dampened hair and clothing before, slowly, the caisson dipped into the water of the mooring pool. Arramin waved from the glass-less window of the blockhouse, and Gawain and Allazar gave a brief wave back. At the bows, Jaxon opened the gates, and Gawain gave a gentle shove with a pole to ease them slowly forward.


  The elves aboard watched proceedings intently, clearly never having seen any of the barges put into motion before, and there were eight moored in the pond. Arramin was waiting with Rollaf and Terryn at the dockside when the barge bumped alongside, an elfwizard standing beside the elderly Callodonian.


  “Greetings, my lords,” Arramin exclaimed happily, “I’m delighted to report the mechanisms appear to have suffered no lasting damage. I am glad to see you all safely descended.”


  Gawain nodded as he jumped ashore, Terryn stepping forward to take the mooring chain from him.


  “I am Keeve, of the soolen-Viell,” the elfwizard announced. “Welcome to Elvendere.”


  “I am Allazar, First of Raheen,” Allazar announced unexpectedly, drawing the elfwizard’s attention. “The Crowns of Raheen have travelled far and endured much in answer to the call from Shiyanath. Your welcome, Keeve of the soolen-Viell, is appreciated, and in marked contrast the greeting we received above.”


  “For which I apologise,” Keeve inclined his head slightly, though his eyes never left Allazar’s.


  Gawain moved away from the wizards a few paces towards Elayeen as she disembarked with Kahla and Jaxon, and when she was safely ashore he turned to study the elven whitebeard.


  Keeve was young, or so it appeared. Not much older than Gawain or Elayeen, or so Gawain imagined. Thin, or so it seemed, but the free-flowing robes he wore were deceptive, and Gawain decided lean was a better adjective. Thin implied weakness, but there seemed nothing weak about the elfwizard while he and Allazar continued their diplomatic verbal fencing. White hair, of course, but the round features and piercing blue eyes were those of elfkind. And his expression was all perfect deadpan whitebeard arrogance.


  “Word has been sent to Ostinath of Raheen’s arrival,” Keeve continued, “I am certain it will be passed immediately to Shiyanath.”


  “Excellent,” Allazar replied. “Then when we arrive in Ostinath in six days time I expect…”


  But Allazar was cut off by a ball of white fire which flashed from the canal to the north, over Elayeen’s head and Gawain’s left shoulder, to hover silently and brilliantly above Keeve’s forehead. The elfwizard reached up to grasp it with both hands, stretching it a little, and it promptly disappeared.


  “Ah,” Keeve announced, and Gawain couldn’t help notice how Arramin and Allazar were struggling to hide their astonishment, “Ostinath sends greetings. Since Master Arramin of the D’ith Sek has told us of the destruction of the dark creatures in the south, we are to abandon our planned expedition and are now to escort you to Ostinath with all haste. I am sure word will come from Shiyanath in due course.”


  “Then you will need instruction in the use of the barges,” Arramin announced, “I shall be happy to provide the necessary guidance. With so many horses and men you shall probably need two vessels to accommodate everyone.”


  Keeve nodded his acceptance.


  “We’ll leave as soon as the wizard Arramin has provided the necessary instruction,” Gawain announced, injecting his voice with regal command. “Our need is for haste. Once at Ostinath we shall require passage via the Threnderrin Way to Shiyanath. We shall need a fast carriage too, there are those in our party who cannot ride at the gallop.”


  “I shall pass your request to Ostinath, my lord, though I cannot give any assurances of free passage. We are to escort you to the Toorseneth. After that, I cannot say.”


  Keeve’s voice carried with it a hint of a sneer and more than a hint of a challenge, and the mention of the Toorseneth seemed to Gawain to carry the faintest whiff of a threat. He was framing a response when Elayeen removed the necessity.


  She simply stepped forward, brushing past Gawain’s left arm, reached out with her right hand, and grasped the elfwizard’s upper lip between her finger and thumb, twisting it and pulling him forward. Keeve’s eyes widened in shock, pain, then fear, and finally horror as she pinned him with her gaze and spoke:


  “Deesennen, soolen-Viell: stent vegg! Tell them, we are coming and none shall bar our way!”


  The elfwizard uttered a slight whimper, his eyes frozen wide as tears began to stream, and then Eldengaze released him from the sight as well as from her cruel grip.


  “At once, Ela… Thalin-Raheen! At once!”


  The large group of elves, including their un-introduced officer, moved back a pace, as though a physical wave had washed over them from Eldengaze at the centre of the tableau. Keeve of the soolen-Viell wiped the tears from eyes on his sleeve, staggered back a short distance from the foreigners on the dockside, and then closed his eyes, trying to gather his wits. Gawain and the others watched as the elfwizard rubbed his hands together as if he were shaping a snowball, and slowly, a brilliant ball of light began to grow. After a few more seconds of kneading and shaping, Keeve held the ball of white fire above his head, and released it. It flashed north along the canal and had passed from view in the blink of an eye.


  “I have told them, Thalin-Raheen,” Keeve stammered, “And passed the request for carriages and the Threnderrin Way.”


  Elayeen said nothing, and swung her head slowly around to gaze at the elves mustered near the dockside. None of them would look her in the eye. If word of what had transpired to their comrade above the wheel hadn’t been enough to make them wary of eye contact with the daughter of Thal-Hak now Queen of Raheen, her total subjugation of the soolen-Viell certainly had. Gawain seriously doubted that any elf had ever seen a wizard harmed in Elvendere for a very long time. Except for those very few who had witnessed the destruction of one at the Circle of Faranthroth, ripped open by Gawain himself.


  “I suggest, wizard,” Gawain broke the stunned silence, “That you gather some of the Sutengard and commence your instruction in the use of the barges. We have endured enough delay.”


  This time, the elfwizard bowed, and hurried to detail a handful of the guard for barge duty.


  “Did you see that, Master Allazar? A Dove of Orris without a staff!” Arramin hissed, astonished.


  “I did, Master Arramin, and it seems to be able to transmit much more content than any dove Orris himself ever created.”


  “How is this possible? Never in all my readings have I encountered such a thing!”


  “Nor I,” Allazar exchanged a worried look with Arramin and Gawain.


  “What does it mean, my lords?” Tyrane whispered.


  “It means, Captain,” Allazar explained softly, “That the wizards of Elvendere possess mystic knowledge unknown to the D’ith Sek. And that is a surprise.”


  “We can discuss such things later,” Gawain muttered, eyeing the large detachment of Sutengard, their horses, and pack animals. “Let’s get moving as quickly as we can. We’ll lead out of the lock, Arramin.”


  “The wheel is cooling, my lord, and by the time I have instructed the elves in the use of the barge controls, I will have safely shut it down. There is no reason for you to wait in the pool, my lord, you could lock through now if you wish?”


  Gawain nodded. “We’ll relieve the Sutengard of some of their supplies first. Since they’re not travelling to the city in the south, they won’t need so much, and ours are sorely depleted. Rollaf, Terryn, thank you for your work today, I’d be glad if you’ll help with the supplies, I doubt we need fear any trouble from our elven friends now.”


  “Aye, milord.”


  “Ellas!” Gawain called, and a nervous elfguard advanced across the dockside, trying to keep his eyes averted from Elayeen’s gaze.


  “My lord?”


  “Come, introduce me to your officer.”


  “My lord.”


  


  Twenty minutes later, the royal barge locked through into the canal, and moored against the western bank some fifty yards beyond the north gate. Gawain stood on the tow-path, looking southeast and watching elves clumsily attempting to pole a barge to the dockside, while Gwyn and the horses scrambled up onto the bank behind him, calling helloes to the herd on the far side of the mooring pool.


  “Here, my lord, you’ll likely enjoy this a little more than what’s left of your Threlland frak.”


  Tyrane handed Gawain a rather hefty slab of something brown wrapped in what appeared to be a translucent parchment.


  “Thank you. What is it, food or building material?”


  “The wizard Allazar calls it ‘freenmek,’ or at least that’s what he says was written on the box. According to him, it’s a cold-pressed ration, very nutritious, wrapped in what he calls starch-paper. Seems it’s all edible.”


  “Have you tried it?”


  “I have indeed, my lord,” and Tyrane produced his own half-eaten bar.


  “What does it taste like?”


  “Chicken.”


  “Seriously?”


  Tyrane shrugged, and took another bite. Gawain studied the food, and then out of consideration for his dwindling supply of frak, took a hefty bite.


  “Nyefft,” he mumbled, chewing, “Mtt dufft teft myf mikkn.”


  “Told you. What do you make of this lot, my lord? I got the distinct impression our escort was more of a prison guard than an honour guard.”


  Gawain swallowed. “I did too, until my lady rather crushed any notion they might have had of our being subject to a whitebeard’s authority. We have no way of knowing what’s waiting for us at Ostinath. It’s why I wanted us at the head of the column on the canal, not sandwiched between two barge-loads of Sutengard. Whatever else they may be, they are well-armed, and with the bow, unmatched.”


  “How are you enjoying the freenmek, Longsword?” Allazar enquired, approaching from the barge to stand behind the two men.


  Gawain shrugged. “I think I prefer frak. But if you’re about to tell me it’s some kind of elven emergency ration made from crushed worms and sheep’s eyeballs, don’t. We’re content with it tasting like chicken. Don’t make us kill you by telling us anything else about it other than its name.”


  “Ah.”


  “Indeed,” Gawain smiled to himself, and then became serious, swallowing another bite and nodding to the elves at the side of the mooring pool. “We were discussing our status according to our friends from Ostinath. Both Tyrane and myself concluded they were thinking of us more as prisoners than invited guests.”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t go so far, though the soolen-Viell was arrogant, I admit. But he’s young, and this was probably his first serious mission. Indeed, before the attack on the western provinces, he was probably a simple student.”


  “A simple student who can make one of those dove messenger things by rubbing his hands together.”


  “Ah. Well, that is a matter of some concern. And also some hope. If the order of the Viell have developed tools beyond the knowledge of the D’ith Hallencloister, they may be most valuable in the battle brewing in the west as well as in the north.”


  “Except that any of these tools, as you describe them, will already be well-known to Morloch. His minions and allies dwelt here too, don’t forget.”


  “Ah.”


  “Yet,” Tyrane said quietly, “If word of our arrival has reached the Council at Shiyanath, this new form of communication they possess may be to our great advantage.”


  “True, Captain,” Allazar enthused, cracking a lump from a honey-bar. “It would also be useful in expediting the deployment of reinforcements, or directing forces precisely where needed in the event of an attack.”


  “Much good it’s done them, if the reports Ellas gave you were accurate.”


  “Your tankard seems half empty today, Longsword, rather than half-full. Has something happened about which we are unaware?”


  “Morloch has happened. Morloch always happens. He’s had his plans in place for a very long time. The attacks in the west were always going to happen, we just forced his arm into attacking early, by our actions at Ferdan as well as in the south. And from what you’ve already told us about beasts such as the Kiromok, Kraal and Grimmand, the only real chance against such dark-made creatures is a wizard’s white fire. And that needs a wizard of power. How many of those do we have left on our side?”


  “We will not know the answer to that question until we reach Shiyanath, I fear. Although, Ostinath is large and clearly possesses rapid communication, so it may be that we learn much more of events in the north there, too. We have six more days, Longsword. Six more days upon the great water road and then I hope many of our questions will be answered.”


  “Assuming we make it that far as free people,” Gawain grumbled.


  “Assuming?”


  “The next snowball of lightning that comes fizzing down the canal to that elf whitebeard might contain orders to put us in chains for the remainder of the journey north.”


  “Snowball of lightning? You’re tired, Longsword, you and the Captain both. I fear weariness is clouding your judgement, and not surprising. You should both retire. Matters here are progressing well enough I think.”


  “Perhaps I shall, when the barge is on the chains again.”


  “It looks as though Master Arramin is explaining the lock controls to our reluctant escort. I’d say it won’t be long before the first of them passes through into the canal.”


  “And they’re leading the horses around the back of the pond to the western side. They obviously don’t want to introduce the animals to the vessels just yet.”


  “Probably saw us bringing ours ashore for exercise and grass, m’lord.”


  One of the elves began cranking a lock wheel, opening the pool’s inner gate. The pool itself wasn’t more than a foot higher than the level of the canal, but Gawain supposed the lock was a precaution against flooding should the aqueduct or mechanisms controlling the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan fail.


  “Looks like the majority of them are aboard the lead vessel. I assume most if not all the horses will occupy the rear barge.”


  “Elves are not natural horsemen, Longsword, though they respect nature greatly and the animals would never deliberately be harmed.”


  Gawain swivelled on his hips to look over his shoulder at the wizard. “I was thinking tactically, Allazar, not compassionately out of concern for the horses. It would make more sense to split their forces evenly between the two vessels, or indeed to strengthen the rearguard.”


  “We are in Elvendere,” Allazar reminded the young king, gently.


  “Which is under attack by Morloch’s spawn, you whitebeard clot, hence the force of Sutengard yonder,” Gawain reminded the wizard, not so gently. “Just because the Southguard of Elvendere haven’t seen any Kiromok about the place doesn’t mean there aren’t any. Now if you’ll excuse me I should like a word with my lady.”


  “Kiromok?” Tyrane gasped, staring into the forest around them, “Did you hear something, my lord?”


  “No. But that doesn’t mean we won’t, either.”


  And leaving a worried looking officer of Callodon and an equally disturbed wizard peering intently at the shadows between the trees, Gawain strode down the tow-path to where Elayeen stood alone gazing north, Kahla and Jaxon talking quietly with each other nearby.


  “I would speak with you, Eldengaze,” Gawain announced, and Elayeen turned slowly, her eyes lowered towards his chest. But she didn’t speak.


  “If I ever needed any more proof that you are not my bounden heart, your treatment of that Sutengard and the elf whitebeard was it.”


  “You know nothing of elfkind nor the discipline demanded by the crown,” Eldengaze rasped, and her gaze moved up, just a little, a threat that was not lost on Gawain. “Do not interfere. I am Elayeen Rhiannon Seraneth ní Varan, Thalin-Raheen, daughter of Thal-Hak, daughter of Thalin-Reeyan. I am The Sight. None shall bar the way.”


  “It’s true I know very little of elfkind, and I certainly know nothing of the discipline demanded by a crown of Elvendere, faranthroth or otherwise. And while I seldom have any objection to a whitebeard being slapped back into his place, I know my love. She was mithroth. There was no such cruelty in her as you have displayed this day.”


  “Then you know far less than you believe. I am The Sight. Touch me not, nor block my vision of your surrounds with your light!”


  “We have an understanding on that account, Eldengaze,” Gawain sighed. “But I did not come to speak with you simply to block your vision or berate you for your treatment of whitebeards. I came to ask you to be careful. The Sutengard fear you, the southwest of your homeland has been attacked by the darkness, and our position and status in this land is far from clear. It’s true we may need the sight of the Eldenelves between here and Shiyanath. But I’ll remind you again of the understanding we reached at the baths of the city in the south. You will take rest, you will eat, and drink, and you will guard my lady’s health as you would guard mine. You do remember that?”


  “I do.”


  “Then once we continue our journey along the canal, I want you either within the deckhouse or shielded by it. The Sutengard will be to our rear, I want steel between you and them at all times.”


  “Elf does not kill elf.”


  “They don’t have to kill you to rob us of your sight, and they have a whitebeard in their number. If you wish to look to the rear, you may do so via the portholes in the aft deckhouse. I don’t want you standing up on the walkway or sitting on the roof as you have most of the way here. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “How are you fingers?”


  “Healing. Slowly.”


  “I’m glad. Though I’m hoping we won’t need your bow for some considerable time to come.”


  A dull booming sound followed by the scrape of metal on metal drew Gawain’s attention to the north, and the barge clumsily emerging from the lock there. Elves leaned over the gunwales, pushing the vessel away from the gate-post with which it had collided. Gawain sighed, and a wave of tiredness washed over him. His eyes were beginning to sting in the brightness of the day, noon not long past and the sun in its southerly track reflecting harshly off the water in the pool and the canal.


  “When Arramin starts the chains we’ll board the barge and be on our way. I want at least a chain or two’s lead on the first of the Sutengard vessels. Is there anything you need?”


  “No.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Very well. If there’s nothing of concern within range of your sight, I’d like you aboard and in the shelter of the deckhouse. You are too exposed here. We all are.”


  Elayeen simply turned her gaze towards Kahla and Jaxon, and took her left hand with its broken fingers off her bow long enough to beckon the Gorian lady, who immediately and nimbly jumped ashore. Gawain watched as they boarded the vessel, and then signalled Rollaf.


  “Milord?”


  “Arramin is crossing the lock to show the elves the chain lever. Once the chains are started, we’re leaving. I think it might be a good idea if you and Terryn took the horses north a mile, give them a run out and some exercise. It’s a long way to Ostinath still.”


  “Aye, milord. You think it’s safe, milord? You’ll be two ‘bows short, us being out of range.”


  “There’s thirty of them and a whitebeard to boot. I suspect two more ‘bows on our side won’t make much difference. Besides, judging by the noise they’re making, they’re more concerned with staying afloat and not falling into the canal than planning a surprise attack on us.”


  “Aye, milord,” Rollaf gave a relaxed salute and was about to turn away when Gawain added:


  “No more than a mile, Rollaf, stay within my lady’s sight. This may be Elvendere, but it’s far from safe.”


  “Aye, milord. Never thought it was,” Rollaf smiled, and jogged away, signalling Terryn standing in the trees.


  Gawain gave a low whistle, attracting Gwyn’s attention, and pointed south. “Go on, Ugly, stretch your legs,” he said softly. The Raheen charger’s ears twitched, she bobbed her head, and promptly set off behind the two scouts jogging down the tow-path. The other horses, accustomed now to following Gwyn, set off behind her.


  To the south, the first barge was banging against the tow-path, and Arramin had opened the hut controlling the chains in the canal. A small group of elves watched and listened intently, and then Gawain saw one of the elves heave back. There was a slight tremor, and ripples appeared in the water of the canal.


  “Let’s go,” he announced, “The sooner we’re in Ostinath, the better.”


  “And Arramin, my lord?”


  “He can ride aboard the last vessel, if they ever get it through the lock, and come aboard when we stop for comfort or to bring the horses aboard. I want a lead over them, for safety if nothing else. The last thing we need after enduring so much is to come off the chains and have them slam into our rear.”


  “Stern, Longsword,” Allazar corrected gently, pulling up the aft mooring stake and chain.


  “When the occasion demands it,” Gawain glowered.


  “Ah.”


  When the barge was on the chain and trundling along once more, Gawain and Tyrane retired to the rear deckhouse and sat wearily on the benches. Stores ‘liberated’ from the elves, as Tyrane described them, were stacked neatly under the benches at both ends of the vessel, and with their saddles heaped in the middle of the cabin, there was little spare room.


  After travelling four or five chains, Tyrane stood and peered at the scene retreating slowly behind them, and Gawain dragged himself up to do likewise. They knew that the chances of ever seeing the Wheels of Thal-Marrahan again were very slim.


  “Looks like the first of them is on the chain now,” Tyrane remarked. “And their wizard, standing at the prow with his hands hidden in the sleeves of his robes. He looks like a figurehead on a Gorian raider.”


  “Aye. At least they’re a safe distance behind us.”


  “Do you truly believe them a threat?”


  Gawain shrugged. “In truth, I don’t know. And it’s the not knowing that makes them a threat in my eyes. Certainly they’ve never had much cause to regard me very highly. Morloch’s minions did his work well over the centuries, driving a wedge between elfkind and everyone else. Then along comes me, and steals away their king’s daughter. With the best of intentions, I violated not just their traditions, but trespassed where none except elves are permitted. Slaughtered a whitebeard there, and hacked through what for all I know might have been their most sacred grove to bring Elayeen out.” Gawain yawned, and shook his head. “I don’t know, Tyrane. Ever since we set foot on that broad avenue in the forest north of Jarn, I have felt distinctly unwelcome.”


  “I think old Arramin is the only one of us who was truly looking forward to this journey. And as much as the canal and the great wheels may have brought him joy, I think even he would admit that everything else has broken his heart.”


  “At least he had the canal and the great wheels,” Gawain muttered, and with a last look at the Wheel of Thal-Marrahan, sat down, rested his head in the corner of the metal cabin, and closed his eyes.
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  For the next three days, life settled back into a familiar routine, though the presence of the Southguard and their elfwizard was a source of constant tension. The elves kept themselves to themselves, and, becoming accustomed to travelling aboard the barges, seemed more than happy to do so. It was usually only when the horses were led ashore and taken for a run in the day-time that any contact was made between two parties, and what contact there was, though courteous, was brief.


  Nor were relations between Raheen and Elvendere improved by the numerous ‘snowballs of lightning’ which fizzed up and down the canal between the soolen-Viell and his superiors in the north. Allazar insisted there was nothing to be done about them, and that it would be unseemly for Gawain to lodge any kind of protest. They were, after all, guests in the forest.


  It was just before dawn on the fourth day north from the wheel when Gawain, peering through the starboard porthole in the forward deckhouse, suddenly swore, and heaved on the lever to disengage the royal barge from the chain.


  “Movement ahead, starboard side!” he announced, and as Tyrane picked up his crossbow and cocked it, gave a shrill whistle of alarm.


  It was enough to rouse all aboard instantly, and the sound carried south along the canal to the two barges following at three chain-lengths intervals. Arramin, surprisingly, was the first to arrive at the deckhouse, his staff at the ready, though Allazar was hot on his heels and the two Callodon scouts took a kneeling position amidships, their ‘bows resting on the starboard gunwale.


  “Your light of Aemon, Arramin, in the trees a hundred yards ahead!”


  At once, the elderly wizard thrust his staff forward, began muttering under his breath, and a brilliant cone of light shone forward, illuminating a broad swath of the tree line beyond the eastern bank of the canal. There were figures there, several of them, though they stepped further back into the shadows when the light exposed them.


  There was a sudden fizzing, and then an abrupt popping sound, and a ball of white fire burst into existence in the air above the trees illuminated by Arramin’s beam. The ball hovered, bright as any full moon, and the figures, six of them, advanced from the trees into the light, to stand in line abreast on the tow-path as the light began to fade.


  “Aaron’s Candle!” Allazar announced, “And those are elves.”


  “And this Keeve of the soolen-Viell is either no soolen-Viell, or their Order has advanced greatly during their thousand years of elvishness.”


  “Allazar?”


  “Master Arramin is correct, Longsword. The soolen-Viell is… was equivalent to a D’ith pat, and Aaron’s Candle is a tool not usually mastered until the rank of D’ith Met.”


  “So this Keeve is a liar, or…”


  “Or the Viell are become more powerful than once they were.”


  “Neither,” Eldengaze rasped, taking them all by surprise in the gloom as the flare that was Aaron’s Candle guttered and winked out. “This is Elvendere. There are six more beyond those on the bank. And twelve to the west, opposite them.”


  “Can you make one of these candles, Allazar?”


  “I believe so, Longsword.”


  “Then please do. Big, and bright, and right over the heads of the elves lurking in the trees on our side of the canal.”


  Allazar grinned in the gloom, and eased between Gawain and Elayeen to the port side of the barge. He planted the Dymendin staff on the deck, chanted quietly, and with a stunning woosh a bubble of white lightning shot forward into the pre-dawn gloom. Suddenly, with a report louder than any signal maroon, it was day again. An immense ball of light burst into being above the trees a hundred yards ahead, at least ten times the size of the Candle launched by the elfwizard.


  “And there they are,” Allazar smiled, “Exactly as your lady described.”


  Sure enough, a dozen elves stepped forward onto the tow-path, dazzled, arms thrown up to shield their eyes from the brilliant orb hovering forty feet above their heads. Footfalls on the tow-path drew their attention, and a group of eight Sutengard ran past the royal barge, calling ahead to the strangers, ordering them to stand still.


  The elves on both banks held their bows aloft and horizontal, as Elayeen had done at the staging pool at the wheel, clearly a sign of peaceful intention and compliance.


  “More Sutengard, I’d say,” Allazar opined.


  “We’ll see,” Gawain muttered, “Sun’s coming up.”


  “I thought it already had,” Tyrane muttered, earning a delighted ‘thank you’ from Allazar.


  Gawain turned his attention to Elayeen, who was as usual standing with her bow propped on her left boot. Kahla and Jaxon were standing further back, by the horses. She must have made her own way forward from the aft deckhouse when the alarm had been raised. He studied her eyes in the fading light of Allazar’s great candle, and the rising grey of dawn. Still her pupils were pinpoints, and the balloon of hope that had been building in his chest suddenly deflated. She could see the horses by their life-lights, and everyone else for that matter, and almost two weeks aboard the barge had made it familiar territory for her.


  “What did you mean, Elayeen, when you said ‘this is Elvendere’?”


  Her face swung towards him. “This is the domain of the Viell.”


  “And what does that mean?”


  “Their power is strongest here.”


  “Ah!” Arramin exclaimed, “I believe I understand, my lords! In the great forest, the Viell are able to draw upon the natural energies of their domain which in foreign lands are otherwise unavailable to them. Oh dear, yes, of course! I’m sure I have read something along those lines…”


  The elderly wizard trailed off, his attention wandering the apparently endless bookshelves of his mind in search of the knowledge he sought. Everyone else’s attention, however, was drawn to the two elves running back along the tow-path. One stopped beside the barge while the other continued on to report to the soolen-Viell waiting on the bank further south.


  “My lords,” the Southguard announced, “They are Sutengard, patrolling the outskirts of Minyorn. Two of them are of Ostinath and known to us, but the others are from Minyorn.”


  “Minyorn?” Allazar asked on behalf of those aboard.


  “A small province to the northeast. Since the attacks in the west, most of the new settlements have been abandoned, the people seeking shelter in Ostinath. Minyorn is quite large though, and older, and east of the canal. The people there elected to stay, and to defend themselves if need be.”


  “I shall speak to them,” Eldengaze rasped, and summoned Kahla forward to be helped ashore.


  The guard on the tow-path looked stunned.


  “My lady,” Allazar said quietly, “Is this really necessary? They are a patrol, merely…”


  Elayeen, about to step up onto the port side walkway, snapped her head around, her gaze fixed on the wizard, who promptly gasped in surprise before she pinned him.


  “I shall speak to them,” Eldengaze repeated, and then released the wizard, turning her attention to her footing, and stepping ashore.


  The elf guardsman at once stepped back and moved to the south, nervously touching his right hand to his heart in a hesitant and confused salute. Elayeen spoke briefly with Kahla and then strode alone towards the Sutengard ahead. Those elves from the barge already there and who were talking with their comrades from the north saw her approach, and immediately drew back, disassociating themselves from the newcomers.


  “I like this not,” Allazar whispered at Gawain’s right shoulder.


  Gawain tilted his head a little, and whispered back: “Nor I. She has become something. Or is becoming something. Something about which there is little to like.”


  He stepped ashore, a signal of solidarity with his Queen, the result of years of regal training. Part of him was astonished by the sight of her striding with such grace, purpose, and confidence towards the eighteen elves some eighty yards ahead. But another part of him shuddered. She held her bow in her left hand, parallel with the tow-path, in a manner which all would recognise as ‘in readiness.’ It was not a friendly gesture on her part.


  The grey of dawn was turning to pale blue, wisps of cirrus spreading like ribbons overhead from the east, white harbingers of a change in the weather to come. Allazar left the barge to stand beside Gawain, thanking the elf and dismissing him at the same time. The guardsman gave another half-hearted and hesitant salute before hurrying back down the tow-path to rejoin his comrades and the soolen-Viell waiting quietly there, watching events unfold but taking no part in them.


  “What is her intent, do you think?” the wizard asked softly.


  “I have no idea, and neither, it seems, do they.”


  “At least our lady seems more talkative now that we are in Elvendere proper, have you noticed? Her speech seems less abrupt.”


  “Yes, it had crossed my mind. When she snuck up on us earlier I thought… well it doesn’t matter what I thought. She is still Eldengaze. Worse, if that be at all possible.”


  Allazar sighed. Elayeen had come to a halt beside the six remaining elves from the expeditionary force, and it seemed that with a simple flick of her head towards the south, she dismissed them, for they promptly saluted and began jogging back down the tow-path.


  “We must not judge her too harshly, my friend, for in truth, we know very little about modern elven society. It may be that, as your Queen and as daughter of Thal-Hak, she must exert her authority in ways we might consider… surprising.”


  “Horse-feathers. That is not Elayeen. Elayeen is incapable of the kind of cruelty we have witnessed. Her heart beat in my breast, Allazar, when we were alone together I felt her, I knew her… That is not Elayeen. That is Eldengaze. And what is she doing?”


  Elayeen had stopped a dozen or so paces from the group, and had beckoned one of the elves forward. She had motioned him to stand facing her, his back to the trees, and she with her back to the canal. The elf seemed rooted to the spot, his hand frozen near his heart in salute, looking as though he were listening intently to whatever Elayeen was saying.


  From time to time, the pinned elf gave a nod, and seemed to speak a few words too. Then he seemed to sag, and Elayeen stepped sideways, taking a pace away from him. The elf promptly ran forward, launched himself from the tow-path, and dove into the canal. Those to the south who were watching were completely stunned, and, it seemed, those on the eastern bank too, for they surged forward to line the tow-path there, waiting for their comrade to appear. Appear he did, swimming competently and powerfully in spite of his boots, wet clothing, and the longbow strapped across his back. In moments, it seemed, he’d crossed the forty feet of water separating the two banks, and as he reached out to touch the wall of the tow-path, powerful hands grasped his wrists, casually heaving him from the water. It looked to Gawain as though that particular feat was a well-practiced drill, for certainly none of the elves here on the west bank seemed overly concerned for their comrade.


  On the eastern side, the drenched elf spoke urgently with the group gathered around him. Another held up a hand, volunteering, and the group parted to allow the two elves, one dry, the other soaked, to run into the woodlands.


  On the western side, Elayeen called another forward, spoke a sentence or two to him, and then she turn on her heel and began striding back along the tow-path. Gawain’s instincts seemed to surge, and his hand automatically flitted to the quiver of arrows at his hip, fingers fiddling with the bead on the end of his arrow-string.


  “Peace, Longsword,” Allazar said softly, “Our lady is in no danger.”


  “I told her to be careful. Turning her back on them like that is not being careful.”


  “They are her people, after all.”


  “She is faranthroth, Allazar, you seemed to have forgotten that. So too has she.”


  “Yet she is your queen, Longsword, and that alone should be enough to command respect from any of the kindred, including elfkind. Until we reach Shiyanath and the Council of Kings, it might be wisest to allow her the freedom to treat with her people as she sees fit. We are strangers here, she is not.”


  “She terrifies them. In her brother Gan’s province, when she nursed me back to health, both she and Gan were entirely at the mercy of elf whitebeards. Now she practically rips off their faces without a second thought.”


  “I doubt the soolen-Viell compares to those of his Order you saw there. And she hardly ripped off his face. We’ll speak of this later, though, for here she comes.”


  Gawain nodded as Allazar stepped forward towards Elayeen, now within earshot, but she waved him away. Kahla took her hand, and with Jaxon heaving on a chain to keep the barge steady against the tow-path wall, Elayeen stepped back aboard.


  “We may proceed,” Eldengaze announced, “We have no reason for further delay here.”


  With a shrug for Allazar and a wave to the elves in the convoy, Gawain used his boot to push the barge away from the side until the chain was engaged, and the vessel at once picked up speed. Ahead, both groups of elves stood patiently lining the banks, and watching as the barges picked up speed and slid towards them. Gawain and Allazar jumped back aboard, and with Arramin at the controls, watched carefully as their vessel slipped quietly past the patrols on both sides of the canal without further ado.


  When all three barges had passed the patrols and the elves ashore had disappeared into the woodlands, Gawain turned to Elayeen.


  “What did you speak to them about, Elayeen?”


  “Minyorn. I sent word to my cousin there.”


  “Word?”


  “Of our coming. To be passed to my father in Shiyanath.”


  “Oh. Do you have news of your family there, in Minyorn?”


  “All is well there. It is day now. You should sleep. Your light blocks my vision ahead.”


  Gawain blinked back his anger, and forced himself to remember that it was only he and Allazar who heard the awful rasp of Eldengaze in Elayeen’s voice.


  “Very well. Arramin, the watch is yours. We’ll proceed for half an hour then put in for ladies’ convenience and to allow the horses ashore. At that time, I want word passed back to the Sutengard to patrol ahead, just in case there are any more surprises lurking in the trees north of us. I want our people close to this barge at all times from now on. I’d rather the Sutengard stumble into one of their patrols, not us, there’s less chance of mistakes being made. No more excursions ashore after dark either, horses back aboard at dusk.”


  “I’ll pass the word back to the soolen-Viell, Longsword. I have some questions I should like to ask him at the same time.”


  “Thank you, Allazar.”


  The wizard cast another glance towards Elayeen, then turned and left the deckhouse, leaping nimbly ashore to await the barge bearing the elfwizard. Gawain nodded at Tyrane, and the two men retired to the aft deckhouse, Gawain pausing only briefly to reassure Gwyn that her hooves would know dry land soon.


  “Freenmek, my lord?” Tyrane opened a box as Gawain settled on the bench, looking out of the rear porthole and watching as Allazar spoke with the soolen-Viell at the prow of the vessel three lengths behind them.


  “Yes, thank you. I have a feeling we might need our strength soon.”


  “Ostinath?”


  “Yes. Something has changed, and it’s more than Allazar’s feeling after Terryn found traces of the elves back in the south.”


  “The wizard had a feeling?”


  “Sorry… Yes. On the day of reunion, when Terryn and Arramin caught up with us, you recall the scout mentioned finding traces of people at the bottom of the eastern slope of the ridge. Allazar and I spoke of it, later. He said he had a feeling, growing like a seed, a feeling that the world all around us is changing.”


  “War will do that.”


  “It’s more than that. I said at the time it was those honey-bars everyone was eating. Or perhaps it was just that after the nine of us being alone together so long, the prospect of meeting strangers was unsettling. He didn’t seem convinced, and now, neither am I.”


  “If I may be bold?”


  “Please do.”


  “My lord, is it your lady’s behaviour towards her people that may have caused this new concern?”


  “In part, yes.”


  Tyrane nodded, and while Gawain munched a mouthful of freenmek, the Captain of Callodon pondered his next words carefully.


  “My lord,” he said softly, after a long and thoughtful pause, “I can offer an observation which I hope you will understand is made in confidence, and I am trusting in your discretion. It makes me a little uncomfortable speaking so freely thus.”


  “Of course, Tyrane.”


  “I have told you of the near disaster which occurred at Harks Hearth, when his Majesty King Brock attempted to circumvent his own laws by demanding entry into that well-guarded outpost town.”


  “Yes, I remember. It was a good story, and a good lesson.”


  “You’ll remember his Majesty’s pride in his men, and how they stood fast to their duty, and how he spared them his royal ire next morning?”


  “Aye.”


  “And you yourself have met his Majesty and doubtless have your own opinions of him. On the occasions when you have spoken of him, the respect, and possibly even affection, in your voice has been clear even to my dullard’s ears.”


  “It’s true. Brock is his own man, and doesn’t tolerate fools gladly. Nor whitebeards, come to that. I like him.”


  “He once beat a servant half to death, maiming the man for life, for a simple lack of courtesy in the presence of her Majesty, Queen Elspeth. It happened in the gardens of the Castle. No-one else could have possibly overheard the servant’s lapse, what guards there were, were posted on the walls and too distant to hear anything until the screaming started.”


  Gawain swallowed, and eyed his half-eaten bar of elven rations.


  “The thing is, my lord, after the event, even the servant would tell you he deserved the thrashing. The incident did not diminish his Majesty in the eyes of any in Callodon. It merely served to remind everyone that there are certain boundaries beyond which it’s unacceptable to trespass, unless one is prepared to accept the consequences. I know little to nothing of court life in Raheen, my lord, and I’ll say no more than this, if you’ll forgive me: this is not Raheen.”


  “Thank you, my friend. Yet I fear my discomfort extends beyond my lack of understanding of elves and their protocol. There’s something else, too. Looks like Allazar is returning.”


  Tyrane twisted around on his seat and noted the wizard hurrying along the tow-path, staff held low and parallel to the ground as he almost jogged to catch up with the royal barge. It didn’t take long before Allazar joined them in the deckhouse, an acrid scent following hard behind; Arramin had lit the brazier to warm some breakfast wine.


  “I have passed your instructions to the soolen-Viell, Longsword.”


  “And asked your questions?”


  “Yes. And you, you both seem sombre.”


  “We were speaking of change, and my discomfort.”


  “Ah. Well, change there is. I have been pondering the matter of this Keeve of the soolen-Viell and discussing it with Master Arramin. We concur that yes indeed the Viell’s powers may enjoy a certain richness here in their own domain which is not evident beyond it, but we also concur that the development of new tools such as that ‘snowball of lightning’, as you quaintly describe it, is much more than the result of any domain advantage they might possess.”


  “Allazar, in all our time together have you ever known me to prefer a hundred words when one will do?”


  “Ah.”


  “And not that one, if you can call it a word at all.”


  “Very well. We don’t trust him.”


  “You say that as though I should be surprised.”


  Allazar smiled ruefully, and pushed forward a little into the deckhouse, crammed with supplies and saddles, and sat on a stack of boxes facing the two men, lowering his voice even further.


  “Master Arramin and I have attempted to glean information from the elfwizard these past few days, and the information has not been readily forthcoming. This is a surprise, since Master Arramin is of the D’ith Sek, and there has always been mutual respect amongst the Viell and the D’ith. Moreover, the Sutengard are a sullen lot and not given to speaking openly about matters they deem to be far above their station and thus beyond their concern. There are wizardly ways to detect when a person is lying and it is foolish for one wizard to attempt to deceive another, but as you have so often pointed out, Longsword, a wizard has ways of employing words to deflect or obfuscate.”


  “To be a weasel, you mean. Yes. And there goes another hundred words.”


  “Ah, well, one of the weasel ways, if I may borrow your colourful description, is not to attempt to deceive or disinform, but to answer only those questions which are put, and decline to volunteer any other information unless specifically asked.”


  “And?”


  “And so I tested our new friend Keeve of the soolen-Viell with a few simple enquiries and yes, he is being, as you might say, a weasel. When I asked if his messages from Ostinath contained news from Shiyanath, he deftly avoided an answer by saying all was in readiness there. When I asked ‘in readiness for what’ his reply was in readiness for your arrival, which even I must accept as a trifle worrisome.”


  “Then our status becomes clearer,” Gawain sighed, “And my earlier discomfort was more than imagination. Not that there’s much we can do about it here on the chains.”


  “Your earlier discomfort?”


  “Yes. I was telling Tyrane about my feeling unwelcome, and the uncomfortable sense that something had changed. How we’ll need our strength soon. I even recalled to him your feelings, back on the ridge after Arramin and Terryn met up with us.”


  “Yes, I remember.”


  “I don’t trust any wizards, you don’t trust the elfwizard. My lady doesn’t trust him either. Leaving aside the means she employed to put him in his place, there’s the fact that she sent two elves to this province of Minyorn, taking a message to her cousin there. A message for her father, Thal-Hak.”


  “Has she told you what the message was?”


  “No. But the fact that she entrusted it to one of the Minyorn Sutengard rather than give it to that arrogant little whitebeard and his snowballs tells me all I need to know about how much we can trust him. And how much we can rely on a warm and friendly welcome waiting at the end of this great water road.”


  “Ah.”


  “So. Tyrane, if you wouldn’t mind, before we turn in… we’re a day and a half, perhaps two days from Ostinath. Between now and then I’d like our saddles and packs quietly prepared. When we leave this the barge for the last time, I want us to have everything we’re likely to require for a hasty trip to Shiyanath and the Council. I don’t want to waste time with such mundane matters once we’ve docked. Besides, we might not have time when we leave the chains for the last time.”


  “Aye, m’lord.”


  


  oOo


  


  



  20. Ostinath


  


  Life aboard the royal barge become filled with quiet purpose. Supplies were taken from the boxes and packs commandeered from the Sutengard and evenly distributed in saddle-bags, backpacks, and strapped to the saddle of the surviving packhorses. And all of this activity unnoticed by the elves at the rear of the 3-vessel flotilla or, if it had been noticed at all, ignored. The end of the long journey, which had begun at Raheen for most and Armunland in Goria for two of them, was now in sight, and knowing that a mere ten days on the Threnderrin Way was all that remained between them and the King’s Council gave added impetus to their actions. Everything was double-checked, including weapons, and then checked again.


  Gawain attended to the horses, talking to them, checking their legs and hooves and making certain they would be fit for the long ride north. Their regular exercise along the tow-path had been essential, not just to prevent boredom aboard the barge as it trundled along on the chains. Gwyn knew something different was going to happen soon, she could feel the anticipation rising in her chosen mount, and that sense of anticipation spread to the other horses. They’d had enough of riding in the maw of the metal monster, and yearned for the plains and good green grass.


  From time to time they glimpsed patrols in the trees on each side of the canal, and once even smelled cooking meat on the breeze, but the elves remained in the shadows and did not emerge from the tree line. Several fizzing snowballs zipped back and forth overhead, signals perhaps of the imminent arrival of the three vessels, confirmation perhaps that whatever waited at the end of this leg of the journey to Shiyanath was in readiness.


  There were no buildings to mark the approach to the ancient elven city, nor was there a mighty tower to be seen looming high in the distance. Indeed, there was little to differentiate the final stretch of the canal from any other, either here in the north or south of the wheels almost two weeks before. The Toorseneth, Arramin explained, was said to be to the northwest of the terminus of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, and given the height of the trees lining the great water road, would be obscured from view until the forest gave way to the city outskirts.


  The storm threatened by the wispy cirrus several days earlier had passed over them to the south, but a chilly and penetrating drizzle wafted in from the east at sunrise. Gawain and Tyrane had taken it in turns to doze during their final night’s watch, but real sleep proved elusive for all of them in the last miles of their journey from the city in the south.


  Cloaked against the dampness of the incessant drizzle, the day’s watch rose early on the twentieth day of their journey from Jarn. They packed away their bedrolls and belongings for the last time on the great water road, and horses were saddled and made ready for the final disembarkation. When all was prepared, the group huddled at the forward deckhouse, Elayeen standing slightly to the starboard side, peering forward past the side of the deckhouse, squinting against the misty rain.


  “Oh,” Arramin suddenly exclaimed, his face a picture of anxiety. “Oh, my lords…”


  They followed his gaze to the trees sliding by on the west bank, and saw the reason for the shock on his face. The remains of a stone-built edifice, little more than crumbling walls, a mighty pine growing through what had once been its roof. Through the haze of drizzle as daylight bloomed and shafts of morning sunlight lanced through low cloud in the east, more ruins were visible.


  “No,” Rollaf muttered, “No no no, not again…”


  “Peace, lad,” Tyrane urged, softly, “This is the north, remember?”


  Yet, the fear in the scout’s voice and the sight of tree-blown ruins on both sides of the canal brought the horror of Calhaneth to the forefront of their minds. Names. Screaming memories, the awful sounds of death, and horror, and catastrophe on an unimaginable scale. Shapes moved in the gloom of the ruins, the forest thinner here. Shadows, moving, adding to the eerie aspect of all about them. Elves.


  “Ostinath,” Eldengaze rasped, making them all start.


  “How can this be? How can this be?” Arramin muttered.


  “My lady had said that the Toorseneth has lost much of its greatness in the centuries since its construction. She did not say Ostinath was a ruin.”


  “What has happened here?” Arramin whispered, his lips trembling.


  “Time,” Allazar answered. “Ostinath is a ruin. There is nothing here.”


  “Not true,” Eldengaze rasped once again, and they followed her gaze forward, Arramin and Gawain peering through the portholes. Ahead, perhaps five or six hundred yards, a lock gate barred the way.


  All around them, the outskirts of Ostinath lay shattered and hidden by the leaf-fall of centuries, little more than vague shapes in the gloom of the forest. There were signs of recent activity though, a fallen tree had been dragged to the bank on the east side, marks on the tow-path there showing that it had until lately blocked the canal. Doubtless its removal was part of the preparations for their arrival.


  “There!” Arramin cried, pointing to the northwest, “I thought I glimpsed it through the trees! The Toorseneth!”


  Again, Gawain peered through the porthole, but saw nothing. Then came the clatter of booted feet running up from behind them on the tow-path on the west bank, passing them on the port side, a group of six Sutengard sprinting ahead of the flotilla. At the lock, one began cranking the gate wheel, the lock gate squealing a little as it opened possibly for the first time in an age. Then as the barge continued to slide forward, the trees parted, and gasps from behind told him the others had seen what now held his astonished gaze.


  Beyond the trees, a great empty space, a vast expanse of blue- and white-stone paving far broader than the Wheel of Thought in the centre of that dread city in the south. It glittered, damp with rain, sparkling in the sunlight. In the northwest, rising majestically, a broad and squat stone-built edifice far too broad and squat for the simple meaning that the word ‘tower’ conveyed. It was a citadel, or an immense castle Keep, round, yes, and rising to a height of perhaps a hundred feet. But it was vast, clearly far bigger than anything Arramin was expecting if his expression were any measure. Even from this distance, Gawain estimated its circumference to be at least a mile at the base. It glistened and sparkled as if studded with jewels, flecks of mica in the massive blue-stone blocks damp with drizzle and reflecting the early morning sunshine streaming in from the east.


  There were few openings in the tower near the ground that they could see from their vantage point on the canal, but higher up, rings of arched openings spoke of at least eight storeys or levels within the structure, though whether it was solid or merely an immense circular wall enclosing a great empty space, Gawain did not know. Nor did he particularly care at the moment, for with a final clunk, the barge disengaged from the chain for the last time. He heaved on the lever and cranked the wheel as Terryn, crossbow at the port, hopped up to the walkway at the prow to steer the vessel towards the lock with his boot on the tiller and his eye fixed on the elf at the lock control. It was Jaxon and Rollaf who took to the poles, and eased the barge into the lock.


  It took a few moments for the elf to close the south gate and another to open the north, the lock lifting the barge by about a foot, but when they finally poled through into the vast mooring pond that was the northern terminus of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, Arramin choked back a sob. At least sixty barges lay in various states of disrepair on the western side of the pond, many of them sunk below the gunwales, just the deckhouses jutting up from the water to testify to their existence. A green mould clung to the hulls at the waterline, the water a muddy brown. It was as though the wrecks had been moored together and simply abandoned, though it was more likely the prevailing winds had blown them into a jumbled heap, like autumnal leaves pressed up against the base of a wall and left to rot.


  “We’ll dock to the east,” Gawain called through the porthole, and Terryn used his boot to guide the vessel away from the jumble of abandoned craft to the empty eastern dockside. Jaxon and Rollaf, well used to the poles by now, thrust the vessel forward, and when it bumped alongside they were ashore and hooking the chains on the bollards there while the elfwizard aboard the second barge to the south was still waiting for the outer lock gate to open.


  “Let’s go,” Gawain ordered.


  Tyrane had the ramp in place in the blink of an eye, and before the outer gate had finished swinging open to admit Keeve of the soolen-Viell into the lock, the party from Raheen, and their horses and supplies, were all ashore, mounted, and turning the horses towards the distant Toorseneth.


  “So much for a friendly greeting,” Allazar muttered, eyeing the vast and empty expanse of stone paving that lay between them and the tower.


  “Wait,” Eldengaze ordered, and pointed to the northeast, where a small group of riders emerged onto the paving.


  “Who is it? Can you see?” Gawain asked.


  “It matters not. We must speak with them. I shall lead. Your lights block my vision.”


  And with that, Elayeen eased her horse forward, Kahla hurriedly exclaiming that the way ahead was clear of obstructions.


  “Wait!” a voice protested from behind them, and a splash and cries of dismay where a pole had been dropped brought a smile their faces. The elfwizard’s barge had swung around in the lock and was moving broadside on into the inner gate, and it would be some time, by the looks, before the barge would be docked, much less the last of the convoy with the horses admitted to the lock.


  “Ignore him,” Gawain ordered, “Stay close to my lady, Allazar. Kahla, let her go, stay beside Jaxon please.”


  The group moved forward at the walk, Gawain scanning this way and that. Aside from them, the Sutengard on the floundering barge and at the lock, only the small group approaching from the northeast were visible. Ostinath, and the Toorseneth it seemed, had been abandoned a very long time ago.


  It was only when they were within an elf’s bowshot of the dozen or so riders approaching that Gawain noticed the lack of birds around the tree line, and by then it was too late to call a warning. Just as he was about to call a halt, at least a hundred riders emerged from the shadows of the trees, forming a line, advancing slowly, and ominously.


  “Dwarfspit,” Gawain managed. “There’s our friendly greeting, I think.”


  “None shall bar the way,” Eldengaze announced, and when they were fifty yards from each other, the two groups reined in.


  Behind the elves, the hundred or so riders continued to advance until they formed an arc some forty yards to the rear of the lead party, and then stopped.


  “Elayeen,” Gawain said softly. “I think that is your brother, Gan!”


  Elayeen cocked her head slightly, and then dismounted. Gawain at once followed suit, Allazar at his side as he strode to keep up with Elayeen walking briskly towards her brother, boots ringing on the paving, bow held in readiness.


  Gan dismounted, together with two elves who marched dutifully behind him. Then, as the remainder of the party from Raheen dismounted and followed their leaders, so too did the remaining elves.


  “It seems,” Allazar said softly, “Anything we can do, they can do too.”


  “Except we can’t muster a hundred of the Red and Gold behind us in support. There’s just thirty more of them to our rear.”


  “None shall bar the way!” Eldengaze announced, loud enough for Gan to hear, and he stopped.


  Elayeen, Gawain, and Allazar continued, until the Queen of Raheen came to a halt six feet from her brother.


  Gan studied her for a moment, and then he held his hand to his heart in salute. “Thalin-Raheen. Thal-Gawain. Welcome to Ostinath.”


  “You bar the way, Gan-thal. Why?” Elayeen threatened.


  “The way is barred, Thalin-Raheen, for you have no purpose now at Shiyanath.”


  “No purpose!” Gawain gasped, “Mifrith Gan-thal, breth-hoth, we are summoned to Council there!”


  “The Council is no longer at Shiyanath. Thus, you have no purpose there. The Threnderrin Way is closed to you. The way north is barred. I am sorry.”


  “What has happened? Have the lowlands fallen? Has Morloch struck across the farak gorin? Why are you here?”


  Gan held up a hand, his face all regal deadpan but his eyes betraying his sadness.


  “The armies in the north remain encamped in the wastes, yet day by day reinforcements trickle from the west. They grow in numbers. When Morloch struck here, in the west, I was despatched to prepare our forces for war. Much has happened, Thal-Gawain.”


  “And the Council? What of them? What of Union, and what of diplomacy?”


  Again, Gan’s eyes betrayed his apparent lack of emotion.


  “There is no Council at Shiyanath. In the aftermath of Morloch’s attacks on our south-western provinces, the Council was ordered to leave Shiyanath. They await you now, with such forces as they can muster, at Ferdan. You are to join them there.”


  “At least grant us the use of the Threnderrin Way to take us north! It will be quicker than the plains…”


  “No. I cannot. My father’s orders are clear, Thal-Gawain. You are to be escorted east, along the Morrentill, to the plains of Juria…”


  “The Morrentill was abandoned long ago. It is impassable.” Elayeen announced.


  “Not true, Thalin-Raheen. Abandoned it was, but when news of your approach was received from the soolen-Viell a week ago, word was sent ahead. The Morrentill is being cleared in advance of your passage, even now.”


  “The Morrentill?”


  “An ancient path to the east,” Gan explained, “Narrow, it is true, but two may ride abreast. It was once used to bring word direct to Ostinath of events on the plains.”


  “Threnderrin Way would be faster.” Elayeen announced.


  “It is denied to you by order of Thal-Hak.” Gan asserted.


  Elayeen stood poised, and it suddenly occurred to Gawain that she was waiting for him, taking her cue from his decisions.


  “This is hardly the welcome of friends, Gan-thal. Nor is it much of welcome between allies. More must have happened than we have learned from the Sutengard. More than Morloch’s assaults on four of your provinces.”


  Gan seemed to struggle with himself, briefly. Then he turned to the two thalangard officers flanking him, and quietly ordered them to the rear. They didn’t seem to like it, but obeyed.


  When he was satisfied with their distance, Gan stared long and hard at his sister, and then at Gawain, and then to Allazar.


  “So, it is true then. My sister is blind.”


  “I see well enough, brother.”


  “How is this possible? The wizard?”


  “No, not I,” Allazar said softly, but Gawain took a pace forward, halting any further explanation Allazar might have given.


  “Gan, why has the Council been expelled from Shiyanath? What has happened?”


  “Much, since Ferdan. Here, in Elvendere, the Viell fought amongst themselves, and visited destruction upon each other. And when Morloch’s forces attacked in the west, it was as before, when you trespassed Elvenheth to take mishith from faranthroth, and took her to Threlland. Raheen was blamed for all, and you are Raheen. There was chaos, just as there was then. My father had to act to preserve order, and preserve Elfkind. He must still act. We have long been apart from the races of Man. For the good of Elfkind, we must be so again, it seems.”


  “You are abandoning us?” Gawain gasped. “This cannot be! It must not be!”


  Gan grimaced. “The thalangard you see mounted behind me are those loyal to mishith Thalin-Raheen, and thus through her, to you. They will escort you along the Morrentill, and fight with you on the plains in the north. Perhaps others will join you from my province in the north east, I do not know. This duty, here in Ostinath, was not my choice. My sympathies are known. I am thus kept far from events in Elvenheth and my own province, and no longer have influence there.”


  “Then you too have been expelled,” Allazar sighed.


  “Yes,” Gan glanced over Allazar’s shoulder towards the distant mooring pond, where the elfwizard’s barge was banging hard against the dockside, elves scrambling to secure its mooring chains. “The soolen-Viell will be here soon. You must go. I was permitted to greet you, and to pass Thal-Hak’s orders, no more.”


  “Then it’s the whitebeards who have done this?” Gawain spat.


  “You do not understand, breth-hoth.”


  “I understand that Elvendere is condemning itself to death by abandoning the lowlands. Without a thousand archers at the farak, the battle and the war is lost. Threlland, Mornland and Arun will fall, then Juria and Callodon. And elves will peer out through the tree line of their great forest and see nothing but Morloch’s spawn gazing back at them for their pleasure!”


  “There is nothing I can do,” Gan said simply, and the simplicity of the statement carried far more weight than any protest to the contrary might have done.


  “We have friends here from Goria, who could give valuable insight into the forces you might face from the Empire! We have news of Morloch, which could make all the difference to Thal-Hak’s decisions! We smote him, Gan, we smashed him back beyond the Teeth and all this, all the rest, is merely spite! This is Morloch’s plan, to divide Elvendere from the rest of the kindred, this was seen at Ferdan! We need Elvendere at the farak!”


  “There is nothing I can do.”


  “You face the strength of the Pangoricon, Gan-thal.” Allazar announced quietly. “Against that, only a wizard’s white fire may be counted on to prevail.”


  “I shall pass this news north. But now you must go, before the soolen-Viell arrives.”


  “There is more I would have!” Gawain hissed. “Allazar, your note-book! Hurry!”


  The wizard produced a note-book and the stub of a pencil from his bag, and Gawain scribbled hurriedly upon a page within it. Behind them, hooves clattered on the flagstones, drawing closer. Gawain ripped the leaf from the book, and handed it to Gan.


  “Can you send this to Ferdan? As fast as can be done?”


  Gan studied the paper, and then stared at Gawain in surprise.


  “Can it be done?” Gawain urged again, as the hoof beats drew nearer.


  “It can. It shall.”


  “Thank you.”


  Gan slipped the paper into his tunic, and was about to speak again when Elayeen interrupted him.


  “I have a message for our father.”


  “Then tell me quickly, mishith, for the soolen-Viell will forbid it.”


  “It is this…” Elayeen reached up and clenched Gan’s tunic, just below his throat, dragging his head down level with hers. The surprise in his face turned to horror, and Gawain stepped back as Eldengaze pinned the prince and spoke, softly, a stream of words in lilting Elvish which none could hear clearly save for Gan.


  “My lords…” a familiar voice called from behind them. Keeve, of the soolen-Viell, had dismounted, and was striding towards them.


  Eldengaze finished her message, and released Gan, who straightened, fear, and panic fading from his expression as his breath returned.


  “Tell him, brother.”


  “I shall.”


  “My lords,” Keeve oozed with weasel charm as he stepped to the fore, “I had hoped you would await my arrival, but you have met Gan-thal again, I see.”


  “We have, whitebeard,” Gawain turned and glowered dangerously at the elfwizard. “Perhaps you would like to meet my lady, again?”


  Elayeen’s head swung to her left, responding to the threat, and at once the soolen-Viell took a pace back.


  “Thank you,” he muttered nervously, “That won’t be necessary.”


  “Then clear the path. It seems we ride for the Morrentill, and the Plains of Juria.”


  “Yes, it seems you do. My lords.” Keeve took another pace back, fearful lest the glowering longsword warrior or his queen should take exception to Thal-Hak’s orders.


  “Farewell, Thal-Gawain,” Gan said sadly, bowing his head slightly, “And farewell, Thalin-Raheen.”


  Elayeen said nothing. Gawain caught Gan’s eye briefly, noted the sorrow and the fear there, and returned the bow.


  “Farewell, Gan-thal, mifrith, breth-hoth. Always remember, I have killed whitebeard traitors in Elvendere before,” and with a final glance at the soolen-Viell added, “I will always be happy to do so again, should you require my blade.”


  Gan nodded, turned and walked back to the two officers, who waited respectfully until he passed between them. They saluted, and then turned to escort the prince back to the horses. Gawain’s group watched them mount up, and ride through a gap which opened up in the ranks of the hundred or more mounted thalangard patiently and quietly waiting.


  When Gan and his small retinue had gone, Gawain and his party returned to their horses, and mounted.


  “What was your message to your father?” Gawain asked Elayeen, holding her bow while she climbed into the saddle.


  “Private,” Eldengaze rasped, easing her horse forward and turning towards the east.


  At once, fully half of the riders now on their left flank rode forward, leading the way towards a small opening in the tree line beyond a cluster of ruined buildings. The other half waited patiently, clearly to be the rearguard.


  “How long to Ferdan, Arramin, do you know?”


  “I’m sorry, my lords, I do not know the length of this Morrentill path, nor its true bearing. I would have to try to make calculations when I know more… I’m sorry.”


  “It matters not,” Gawain sighed. “We shall know for sure if or when we arrive there.”


  “Yes, my lords.”


  Hooves thundered on flagstones and the sound rang hollow through the abandoned city of Ostinath, and with fifty or more riders on his left flank and fifty or more ahead, Gawain knew if he closed his eyes he might easily imagine himself at home in Raheen, riding out through the north gates with the Red and Gold. But there were no gates ahead, just the gloom of another forest track, and the riders wore the green and brown of elven Thalangard.


  “Dwarfspit,” he muttered to himself, moving Gwyn a little to the left and allowing Kahla to ease through to the fore to ride beside Elayeen. Then, on a sudden impulse, he threw a glance over his right shoulder. Mounted, and following slowly, the soolen-Viell seemed to be kneading something in his lap. Then the whitebeard suddenly held up a hand, and a snowball of lightning sped away to the west, arrow-straight, towards an opening near the top of the Toorseneth.


  “Dwarfspit whitebeard bastards,” he muttered again, a familiar anger ballooning within his chest, and then his sight of the soolen-Viell was blocked as the rearguard peeled into position behind them, in a column of twos.


  


  oOo


  


  



  21. Rage


  


  It was impossible. Incredible. Gawain’s mind swam, trying to absorb the full impact of their eviction from the forest of Elvendere, with nothing but a hundred elven archers as Thal-Hak’s contribution to the coming war in the north. And for all Gawain knew, those elven archers were outcasts, acting out of loyalty to Elayeen, and were not under Thal-Hak’s orders at all.


  They had travelled so far, and so quickly, the nine who had left Jarn together, enduring the horror of Calhaneth and prevailing against Morloch’s spawn along the way. Suffered the tedium and discomfort of the Canal of Thal-Marrahan, and for what? Summary dismissal, and a forced march to the plains of Juria in the east.


  “Longsword…” Allazar spoke urgently from his right side as the column of riders approached the gloom of the woodlands and the path through the trees that elves called the Morrentill, “It looks barely wide enough for two to ride abreast in comfort.”


  Gawain spoke softly, and menacingly, his words hissing through clenched teeth. “I don’t care how wide the Dwarfspit path is, Allazar. We have failed. Rak has failed. Diplomacy has failed and simple common sense has failed!”


  The clattering din of more than four hundred hooves on flagstones began to quieten, becoming a steady diminuendo as the riders in the vanguard entered the forest at the edge of the great paved centre of Ostinath, still in a column of twos. Stone gave way to the earthy track of the Morrentill, and though the sun had crept above the horizon scarcely two hours before, it became suddenly gloomy in the shadow of the trees.


  “We cannot know that for certain,” Allazar tried, though even to him his words sounded more like a desperate hope than fact. “Thal-Hak may have sent other forces from Shiyanath when the Council was disbanded…”


  “You heard Gan as well as I. They have barred the Threnderrin Way and set their faces against us! They’ve put up the shutters of elvishness once more. The lowlands stand alone against two armies in the north, armies growing day by day as reinforcements trickle in from the western wilds! ‘Urgent,’ Brock’s message said. Urgent! This is not urgent, wizard, this is a complete and utter catastrophe! The lowlands are doomed!”


  Heads twitched slightly, in front of Gawain and behind. Anger had given volume as well as passion to his words, and they had carried.


  “Yet,” Allazar insisted, “More may have happened in our favour than we currently know. Don’t rush headlong into making blind judgements, let us first see what else has transpired in our absence. Things are not always as dark as they may at first seem.”


  “More pointless whitebeard optimism! There were twelve hundred Morlochmen camped north of the farak gorin when we left Ferdan, and we left the Council of Kings committed to standing together to face them! How many are there now in that dark army? Twice that number? Three times? Four? And what stands between them and all the lands south of the Teeth, hmm? Tell me, Allazar, apart from two hundred volunteers from Callodon and a couple of hundred honour-guards from Juria, Callodon, and Threlland combined, what do we have! They have the Kraal, and the Kiromok, Grimmand and Razorwings and ‘spit knows what else in their arsenal and what do we have, hmm?”


  “Your Majesty…” Allazar urged quietly, noting the visible signs of discomfort all around them, riders squirming and fidgeting in their saddles.


  “I’ll tell you what we have, Allazar! Between Morloch and all the lands south of the Teeth? Between the armies of the north, with whatever creatures their black wizardry may summon forth from the Pangoricon, between that and all things living? We have nothing. Nothing but the farak gorin and two wizards. A river of stone, and a couple of sticks!”


  Gawain’s words, like a ripple in a pond, spread through the column, and shoulders sagged as the ripple washed over them. A sudden gloom, and Gawain and Allazar were on the Morrentill, blinking in the poor light.


  “They will not wait, Allazar!” Gawain continued, spitting the words as though the taste of them were foul. “They will not endure another winter in the wastes beyond the farak. They expected a breach at the Teeth, or reinforcements across the great rip beneath the mountains. Those reinforcements won’t be coming. Now, they’ll take whatever additional strength they can from the Meggenveld and whatever creatures dark wizardry in the west can provide, and they’ll come! Before the last of autumn’s rains have a chance to freeze in the frosts of early winter, before whatever passes for blood in their veins turns thick and sluggish in the cold, they’ll sweep south and be in Mornland and Arun! And the fires they light there against the first snows of winter will be made from the bones of those they’ve consumed there!”


  The King of Raheen’s anger pulsed in his chest and hissed through his nostrils as the world rapidly reduced to the backs of those riding before him, Arramin and Jaxon, and the walls of pine and darkwood pressing in on either side of the column. It was claustrophobic, and though the forest was thin here at the outskirts of the ruin of Ostinath, the debris from the fresh-cleared path to the east had simply been heaped to the sides of the Morrentill, giving the impression of a barrier which must not be crossed.


  They rode in silence, at a gentle trot of a pace, hooves thudding on leaf-litter and humus every inch as thick as it had been on the broad avenue leading to Calhaneth, far to the south. From time to time, Arramin could be heard tapping his compass-box, trying to raise himself a little from the saddle to hold the instrument as steady as he could against the motion of his horse. Shapes in the gloom around them spoke of the ruin of the splendour which had once been the great city of Ostinath, and also brought the memories of the dread city in the south flooding to the fore… Yathami! Yathami! Eem fyeran! Eem fyeran! Help me. Help me. I’m burning. I’m burning…


  


  Though Arramin’s north-needle did indeed confirm their heading as due east, the sun still in its southerly summer track did little to relieve the gloom in the woodland or the damp in the air and in spirits. Here and there, occasional splinters of light burst through the canopy in shards, and on rarer occasions, lanced in broader beams, but those only served to throw the shadows around them into sharper contrast and darken moods further.


  Nearing noon, however, it grew brighter, the sun was higher of course but the forest seemed to be thinning, and the reason soon became apparent when the confines of the Morrentill abruptly gave way to an immense and grassy glade. There, at the northern side, the ground rose steeply, and a broad cobbled avenue swept up the rise to the crest.


  “Bastards!” Gawain hissed quietly.


  At the top of the rise, in line abreast across the avenue, between vast pillars of stone serving as gateposts and beyond, ranks of mounted Thalangard, and at their centre, a robed elfwizard, barring the way, and watching the column intently.


  “That is the Threnderrin Way, my lords,” Arramin said quietly, sadly, “The road north, clear to Shiyanath, and that is the ridge, the Spine of Elvendere.”


  Gawain eyed the force atop the ridge, and the elfwizard in particular, but the distance was far too great for him to discern their features. When, finally, the entire eastbound column were in the glade, the last rider clearing the forest at the west, Gawain suddenly called a halt. And halt the column did, though in more than a little confusion.


  From the gates of the Threnderrin Way atop the ridge, a familiar snowball of lightning shot down towards the rear of the column, and Gawain broke ranks. Keeve, of the soolen-Viell, was still following.


  “Dismount!” Gawain called.


  “Longsword…”


  But Gawain ignored Allazar. “Let the horses taste good grass before we continue on our way.”


  Leather creaked and metal clinked as riders eased themselves to the ground, and then a rider hurried to the centre of the column from the rear.


  “My lords,” the soolen-Viell oozed, though his apprehension was clear. “I do not understand this delay…”


  “I don’t care what you understand, whitebeard. Your understanding isn’t required. You aren’t required.”


  “But…”


  “But nothing!” Gawain strode forward, reached up, and dragged the hapless elfwizard from the saddle to land heavily, stunned, on the ground at his feet. “I am Raheen! I do not speak up to the likes of you, you whitebeard vermin! Do you understand that? Do you? Or must I carve it into your skull with my boot knife to make it clear!”


  Fear replaced shock in the soolen-Viell’s eyes, and he darted a glance up the hill to the forces gathered there, watching intently but still taking no action.


  “Longsword…” Allazar cautioned.


  He didn’t need to. Gawain knew that the elven escort were moving closer, watching nervously, perhaps even considering action. None of them would ever have seen a wizard treated thus. Then Elayeen spoke, her voice cold and harsh.


  “Stent thool.” A simple command to the escort. Stand still.


  “The Threnderrin Way is barred…” the soolen-Viell blurted.


  The balloon of Gawain’s rage burst. He heaved the suddenly terrified elfwizard to his feet, dragged him bodily towards the slope, away from the horses and into clear sight of the elven force atop the ridge. Then he flung the unfortunate Keeve to the ground, towering over him, screaming down, taking short and furious paces around his victim as he raged.


  “I don’t give a threken Dwarfspit for the Threnderrin Way! I don’t give a vakin kak about the Threnderrin Way! I wouldn’t piss upon the Threnderrin Way if it and all those upon it were on fire! Do you understand? Do you understand what you vakin halfwit morons have done! Do you!”


  “Longsword…”


  “You have condemned to death and destruction all the lands south of the Teeth! Yes! Even your own miserable stinking fungus-reeking refuge of a filth-filled forest! How long do you think it will be, you cretins! How long before the dark armies of the north burst through our pitiful defences and onto the plains! How long before they’re setting fire to every putrid pine and every miserable elf hiding behind it!


  “Your Majesty…” Allazar tried urgently to calm his king.


  “I tell you this, whitebeard scum! I tell you and all your kind and Thal-Hak and every elf hiding behind the skirts of this vakin Dwarfspit tree-filled den of treachery! I ride for the north! I ride to lead the pitiful and utterly futile forces gathering there to face Morloch and all the spawn he can muster and when I die there,” Gawain paused, his face flushed with rage, lungs and throat aching, “When I and all the other kindred races of Man die there, I shall die holding you and all the inhabitants of this ‘spitsucking forest Morloch Collaborators for your betrayal!”


  


  End of Book 3
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