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"There is much more to the world than that little bit that your senses perceive, Edrun. Your eyes, your ears, your nose, your fingers, they are aware only a small part of it. The world is as the leaves of a mighty tree; all different, waving in the winds of time, touching briefly now and again." The old man paused briefly to pare off another impossibly thin slice of cheese. "Nor even is time itself a constant. Like a river it has many currents and eddies, travelling quickly here, slowly there, round and round and round elsewhere. We are leaves in a river, Edrun, swirling around, now hurrying, now waiting, now spinning about, sometimes touching, sometimes flying apart. But always moving, Edrun. Always moving. And connected. Everything is connected to everything else." He popped the sliver of cheese into his mouth and smiled enigmatically.

 

Kemmel KeiUzvath Kel Chernugo Ordicad, Soldier, Sage, Cheese fancier.
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The Room of the Morning and the Evening Light

 

 

Why did he do that?

The clouds to the west blossomed red as blood. Between them a cleft as black as polished jet. No stars twinkled within it, an obsidian dagger ripping the bloody skies. As if suddenly washed with divine fire, a sunburst of golden light illuminated the room.

Hail to You, O Most Glorious, Queen of Heaven, Lady of the Stars, Bringer of Light. Thank You once more for the gift of this day. And thank You for the golden light of evening. Is that an omen, Lady? Do You speak to me of days to come? If so, Your message, as ever, confuses me. Red is the colour of blood, but blood means both life and death. What does this mean, Lady? Clear my mind, I beg of you.

It is twilight. This is Keikaldormest, the grey time, the dangerous time when we stand on the edge of the Abyss, held from toppling in only by Your strength. The demons of the night are circling out there, ready to seize upon us and thrust us from this world of order into their maelstrom of chaos. Lady, grant us ever the protection of Your shield, for without it we must fall. I see red clouds cleft by darkness. What does that mean? Is that an omen, Lady? Where am I going? How do I read this?

And why did he do that?

"The preparations are almost done, Edrun. We should be ready to set out as soon as the Gate-spells are lifted in the morning."

Edrun Sulandax jumped with surprise. The speaker had appeared unnoticed at his side. 

Adaraic 'Curlylocks' Kalalutorm, Lord of the Gathering of Valdis, eldest son and Lampholder of Lord Adaraic of Ryna, the most powerful Clan Chieftain in the vast vale of the DrummGrissa grinned. "Sorry! I didn't mean to startle you." He shook his head slightly, rippling the rare curly hair that gave him his nickname and set him apart from his straight-haired companions.

Edrun, Adaraic's most sturdy comrade in arms, treasured friend and drinking companion, turned slightly so that Adaraic could see his profile. He continued to gaze, unmoving, outwards over the red-tiled rooftops of the Temple-City of Hazek.

"Edrun? Are you all right?"

A note of concern crept into Adaraic's initially cheerful voice. He looked at his friend carefully, noting without surprise the grim lines of Edrun's face. It was not that Edrun was dour by nature, Adaraic knew. That was just the way that Edrun looked. 

Tall and lean, with the powerful hands of one who has spent a lifetime in manual labour, Lord Sulandax was not by any stretch of the imagination a handsome man. Although the same age as Adaraic, Edrun's craggy features gave him the appearance of one much older than his twenty-three years. Dark, deep-set, brooding eyes gazed out over the world from under heavy brows. What to Edrun was a thoughtful glance, became to those upon whom it was bestowed an intimidating glare.

But that was only the surface, Adaraic knew. Beneath that somewhat daunting facade there dwelt a surprisingly gentle spirit. The son of a cartwright born into a quiet little village, Edrun was still unused to the realities of the sophisticated world of the great Temples and the constant bickering and warring of the noble Clans of the Gathering, and he continued to be shocked and tormented by its harshness.

A crooked little grin twisted Edrun's mouth and the stern features softened. He ran a hand over his close-cropped head as he took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. "I am fine, Rik. Truly, I am fine." He chuckled. "I was far, far away. Sorry. You were saying about the preparations?" He waved his friend to a couch by the window, facing into the room.

Amel Bacoransau Kaishuein, the Room of the Morning and the Evening Light, was a large reception room on the top floor of the highest tower of the Sugaidian Palace. Two wide doorways at either end of the room led out onto broad balconies, one facing east, the other west, giving occupants superb views in either direction out over Hazek, the City of the Swan Queen, and the fertile lands of the Lutacarhinaic beyond. With doorways and windows facing the rising and the setting sun, the Room of the Morning and the Evening Light was a fine venue for a pleasant morning reception or convivial evening gathering. A row of windows on the southern wall opened onto further vistas of the green fief of Hazek, while the north wall alone lay blank save for the door that gave access to the lower floors.

From the streets below there came drifting up the music of horns and drums, and the swelling voices of choirs. Priests and Priestesses of Lute, the Swan Queen, the Lady of the Golden Veil, Goddess of Love, whose City this was, were preparing for the closing of the day. First there came chants of thanks to the Lady Uzvath, Fire of Life, for the gift of another day, followed by the pleas to return with life and warmth renewed in the morning.

As the gates of the City rumbled shut, the hierophants sang the spells that would protect all within the walls from the demons of the night that would begin to gather as the Fire of Life sank to Her rest in the farthest west. Both Adaraic and Edrun paused briefly, assuming the attitude of prayer, to give their own murmured thanks to the Queen of Heaven, joining the tens of thousands up and down the vast island of Kalion who would likewise be stopping at that time to offer their personal devotions.

As the music of the horns and drums and choirs died down into silence, Edrun turned to the third person in the room. "Zan, the Queen of Heaven has gone to her rest. Light the lamps. It is time to open a carafe of wine and pour for us. And have one yourself."

The young man addressed bowed his thanks as he set about preparing drinks. Edrun had acquired Zan when first he had arrived in Hazek the previous summer, and the youth had quickly become much more than just another servant. Confidante, companion, errand-runner, advisor, friend, field guide, Zan knew every twist and corner of the labyrinthine network of lanes, streets, alleys, passages and squares that was the City of Hazek, and was familiar with every road, village, farm, hamlet and inn for a day's travel all around. Especially the inns. He was also blessed with an almost supernaturally acute sense of direction, as Edrun had learned to his relief on more than one occasion.

"To your most excellent health, my Lords," he smiled as he handed the two their saucers of wine.

"And to yours as well, good Zan, most admirable of servants," said Edrun solemnly as he raised his vessel. "The blessings of the Lady of the Golden Veil be with us all." The toast made, Zan discretely stepped back a pace or two, distancing himself from the two Lords and their conversation. For Lords of the Gathering, both these men were easy-going, neither of them standing too much on ceremony in private but there were limits to their familiarity. He stood well back but ready instantly should he be called. While busying himself lighting the several lamps about the room, he listened carefully to every word spoken.

"You were saying?" smiled Edrun.

"You were far, far away," grinned Adaraic, leaning back into the cushions of the couch. "Where were you? In the hills of Chernugo, or in the fleshpots of Sulahan perhaps?"

The smiled faded from Edrun's face. "I was back in the cellars of the Couch of the Golden Swan, Rik. I still cannot believe that a man would give his own life to save mine. I cannot get this out of my head. I see his face every time I close my eyes. What was his name again?"

"Sauko," said Adaraic softly. "His name was Sauko. Bacoransau-kolai-maut-ko-seds in full. Sauko Garsicad."

"The warm light of morning," whispered Edrun. "His mother must have been so full of hope when she gave him that name as the birth pangs began. And that he should come to such an end so soon, and for a complete stranger! I did not even know his name! How old was he?"

"Twenty, I think."

Edrun stared into his wine saucer. "Twenty!" he repeated numbly, and fell silent, thinking back. Just days before, he, Adaraic and others had raced from the Great Plaza of Hazek, weapons in hands, in pursuit of the flesh-merchant Halgar Rassvorea. They had pursued him into the vast and opulent hostelry-come-brothel known as the Couch of the Golden Swan that lay nearby, through the corridors and passages and down into the cellars.

In the huge underground chamber where prize fights to the death were staged in a sunken arena, they had cornered their quarry, but not without a fight. One of Halgar's spearmen had turned and thrust his weapon at Edrun, who would certainly have been run through had not one of Adaraic's men-at-arms, the young Sauko Garsicad, been alert. Without thought or hesitation he had covered Edrun with his shield, leaving his own body exposed. He was himself impaled and had sunk to the floor, dead within moments.

Stunned, Edrun had stared at the body of his benefactor, unable to comprehend what had happened. So taken aback was he that had not half a dozen more men-at-arms surrounded him, beating back the other assailants, he would certainly have been cut down despite Sauko's sacrifice.

"I cannot believe that he would do that," Edrun whispered, staring out over the City, watching as the last, long streamers of sunlight blazed across rooftops and balconies. For a few brief moments weather-stained tiles and grubby upper walls glowed with lambent reds and golds as the Queen of Heaven sank below the horizon. "That a man would knowingly give his life that I might be saved..." His voice sank away into silence.

"He was a sworn man-at-arms, Mound Brother," said Adaraic firmly. "That was his duty under the oath of service that he took when he received his shield and spear from my Father. You were not yourself sworn to the service of your Liege Lords as a man-at-arms, but surely you are aware of the oath?"

"Of course. My Great-uncle Kemmel, who trained me in the passage of arms, explained the oath on several occasions, and we discussed it and its implications often. Why he thought it was important I do not know, because he knew that I was not going to enlist in the Warband of the Lords of Romis, but he made sure that I understood it anyway."

"From what you have told me of your Great-uncle, he was a very wise man. Perhaps he knew something that you did not."

Edrun shook his head impatiently. "He was a wise man, not a soothsayer. But I did understand the oath, Rik. It is just that while I might have had boyhood dreams of taking it, I never thought even for a moment that it might be applied to me from the other direction."

"The river of time flows in mysterious ways, my friend," said Adaraic, "and none of us knows where it will bear us. You never dreamed that you would one day join the illustrious company of the Gathering of Valdis, but you did. And as such you will have to get used to situations such as this. Accept them is part of the price that you have to pay for your position as a Lord of the Gathering."

"But he was only twenty," muttered Edrun. "And now we have to bury him!"

"Which brings us back to what I was saying when I came in," said Adaraic briskly, relieved to be able to turn the conversation away from a difficult subject. "All the preparations have been made, or nearly so, and we shall have all the fallen ready for their mounding first thing tomorrow."

"How many in all?"

"Fourteen, including Halgar's men, and the Temple men-at-arms who attacked you on Lord Ancar's orders in the hidden rooms of the Temple. Sauko shall tread the Path of the Sixth Stage in fine company."

Edrun shook his head sadly. "So many!"

"Will Jina be coming with us?"

"Yes, indeed. She is eager to thank the spirit of Sauko for his sacrifice."

"How is she?" asked Adaraic.

Edrun sighed. "Not well. She is very weak, Adaraic. Just as she was starting to recover from the drugs that Halgar gave her in the first place his men gave her a whole lot more to keep her quiet while she was being abducted this second time. And the second dose was not administered with care as was the first. The men who took her were not worried about causing her injury. She sleeps a lot, Adaraic, and..." he paused.

"And?" prompted Adaraic after a moment.

"She acts strangely. This is not like it was before."

"Strange how?" frowned Adaraic.

Edrun pursed his lips, thinking. "She has dreams, so she says." He paused again for a moment. "She - goes to other places, sees strange things." He looked at his friend. To Adaraic's horror, Edrun's eyes began to redden. A tear coursed down one cheek. "I do not know what is happening to her, Rik. She is changing, and I do not know how, or why, or what to do about it. I am helpless to protect her." He clamped his mouth shut tight to stop the incipient trembling of his lips.

Even as Edrun was speaking, Adaraic was on his feet, his arms about his friend. "She will be all right, Edrun," he murmured. "No Queen of Kalion could be cared for more assiduously. The finest apothecaries in western Kalion are even now in consultation with the Lady Elldreia at the Temple about her healing. All the wisdom of the Temple of Ramen is at her service. Neither money nor effort shall be spared to restore her to health and vigour, never fear."

"If Adaraic can give you a cuddle, Edrun," chuckled a voice behind them, "would it be alright if Jina snuggles up to me? On the couch?"

"Keep your grubby hands to yourself, Tosspot!" snapped Edrun as he drew sharply away from Adaraic.

The newcomer was Karn "Tosspot" Sugaidian, a cousin of Adaraic's and a young man who was, in Edrun's opinion, far too good looking to be allowed to get within arm's reach of his old grandmother, let alone Jina. The son of Uladrin, Lord Sugaidian, owner of the palace whose hospitality they now enjoyed and one of the wealthiest men in the DrummGrissa, Karn well knew Edrun's touchiness when it came to Jina, and enjoyed flirting with her to see how far he could push it without actually precipitating a duel. But for now he was not looking at Edrun as his hand was extended out to Zan, who was pouring him a generous saucer of wine.

With Karn were two others. Firajinaudun Kadikath vaso Sulandax--Jina to her friends--was not laughing. She was watching her husband's face. She did not know exactly what was causing him distress, but she knew his every mood and could guess the cause of his woe, as well as his discomfort at being discovered with his defences down. Without a word she walked across to him, putting her arms about him tightly.

"Have no fear, Cousin Edrun," said the third newcomer. "I am here to keep predators at bay." Ala Mailaranarad perched herself on the arm of the couch. She held up one shapely, besilked arm and shook it. The sleeve fell back and into her hand as if by magic there appeared a long bronze knife. "If he puts so much as a finger on her I shall remove it."

"How could I ever have a thought for another woman when you are before my eyes, gorgeous Cousine," purred Karn as he plumped himself down beside her. He ran his free hand up her leg. She slapped it away.

"We were just talking about the arrangements for the mounding of the fallen tomorrow," said Adaraic, ignoring the little by-play on the couch. "If we set out first thing in the morning, we can be at Kalasula by midday. We can lay the dead out by the river and build them their own little mound next to the big one. There are quite a lot of small mounds clustered about it, but Zan says that there is still a free space nearby."

"And have you made arrangements for tents and things, Zan?" asked Karn. "And decent beds? Sleeping rough when one is out hunting bandits is one thing, but I am not keen on it at other times."

"Be assured, my Lord," smiled Zan, refilling Karn's saucer of wine, "There is a fine hostelry no more than a couple of hundred paces from the great mound. The Wide Ford Inn is famous for both the excellence of its accommodation and the quality of its ales for several days' travel up and down the mighty River Odargonidax. It is, after all, the last stop for those travelling from the north to Hazek."

"Good lad!" grinned Karn, punching him playfully on the shoulder. "I knew we could trust you."

"I sent Numa to make reservations for you all, my Lord, although we shall number quite a company. I can only hope that they have enough rooms."

"Some of us might have to double up," murmured Karn, gently squeezing one of Ala's knees. "What do think, my dove?" For answer she slapped him across the top of the head and went to stand by Jina. Not in the least put out, Karn leaned back into the upholstery. "One can only ask, oh flower of delight," he murmured, blowing her a kiss. She ignored him.

"It is a good place," said Ala. "I have been there several times on the way to Sulahan, and the river is always beautiful. It will be a fine place for Sauko and his companions to begin the Journey of the Sixth Stage. It was a good idea to think of Kalasula, Edrun. You have chosen well."

"It was a good idea," agreed Jina, "But I might have a better one."

"Tell us," said Edrun.

"The mounds at Kalasula are impressive and the river is beautiful," said Jina. She turned to look out of the window, up at the bright stars that were winking into life above them. Overhead Asomelkin, the smallest of the four moons of Ambora, raced across the sky, eager to have his little moment of glory before his magnificent elder sister, mighty Indalaini, Silver Queen of the Night, eclipsed all else with her brilliant light. "But they have sad memories for me, memories of torment and terror. It was in the river just below the mound that Edrun faced Baran Firdaisethad in a duel to the death, one of the worst moments of my life. I think that a place of happy memory would be better."

"My dearest," expostulated Edrun, "the arrangements have all been made now. Lord Edus and Lady Elldreia shall be joining us, as will the Lady Arandis. This is a most high honour and we should not inconvenience them by changing things at the last moment."

"There is plenty of time yet, Edrun," smiled Ala. "What have you in mind, Jina, dear?"

"About half way between Kalasula and Hazek there is a pool where Edrun and I stopped to rest for a time as we made our way to Hazek for our first visit here. It is a most pleasant, secluded little spot, some way off the main road but accessible along a narrow lane. It lies between two low hills, and does not appear to be part of any farm or holding."

"With respect, my Lady," said Zan, stepping forward, "I think that I know the place. It is part of a hunting park that is in the personal fief of the High Priest and High Priestess of Lute in Hazek."

Jina clapped her hands with delight. "There!" She smiled. "If I was to ask Lord Edus and Lady Elldreia, I am sure that they would grant us permission."

"If there is aught that could draw the Lady Jina from her melancholy," said a sonorous voice from the tower door, "and it is in our power to grant, then it shall be hers."

All within the room rose to greet Lord Edus and Lady Elldreia, High Priest and Priestess of Lute in Hazek, and Lady Arandis, Priestess of Uzvath, Fire Goddess of Kalion, resplendent in her official robes of red and gold. Behind them came a press of other people, Lords of the Gathering with their retainers and servants, all come to join with Edrun and Jina and their friends in an evening of sociable relaxation. "What is it that you want of us, my dear?" asked Lady Elldreia as she put her arm about Jina, who quickly explained.

"We know the place," exclaimed Edus. "We know it well. Often Elldreia and I have walked there when we have felt the need of cool breezes and the sounds of birds in the trees. It will make a capital spot for the mounding of these young men." He turned to a senior Priest in his entourage. "Make it so!"
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By Jina's Pool

 

 

The next morning they gathered in the Great Plaza of Hazek, Edrun mounted on his horse, Jina ensconced in a luxurious palanquin borne by four husky footmen of the Sugaidian Palace. Others came mounted, or in litters, or on carts and gigs as means and taste dictated.

Never before, reflected Edrun as he craned his neck to get the best possible view over the throng, had a simple man-at-arms had such a glittering company to escort him to his mound as did Sauko Garsicad that day. Besides Edrun and Jina, the Lords Sulandax, there sat mounted the Chieftains of most of the Clans of the DrummGrissa. With them rode Edus and Elldreia, High Priest and Priestess of Lute, and the Lady Arandis of Uzvath, as well as senior Priests and Priestesses from all the major Shrines within Hazek. Together with their men-at-arms, servants and retainers they must have numbered close to a thousand in all.

The Great Plaza was packed with people and animals, so much so that it became difficult to move. The plan was to make their way to what had become universally known as Jina's Pool, a morning's easy walk even at the snail's pace of a great caravan such as this would become, to lay the bodies of the fourteen slain men out and make camp for the night. There would be feasting into the evening as the songs of the dead were sung and their lives honoured, and those who had fought beside and against them would hold vigil through the night. Then, as dawn approached, all would rouse to join in the Summoning and the Sending in which the spirits of the dead would be sped on their way along the Path of the Sixth Stage.

Edrun looked about the great throng and marvelled yet again at the power and wealth of those who could order and arrange such a huge event as this at a moment's notice. Even to prepare mugs of proxa and fresh buns for such a number would have been a major logistical exercise quite beyond Edrun's humble means, yet Lord Edus had simply waved a hand at an underling with the imperious command: "Make it so!"

And it was done.

Edrun shook his head in silent awe as yet again understanding of the power of the Lords of the Gathering and the Lords of the Temples dawned within him. His gaze roved over the great square, coming to rest at last on the vast set of steps that formed the frontage of the Temple of Lute. Eight broad stone steps led up to a level patio where three great altars lay, wisps of aromatic smoke rising from their fires. Beyond them lay eight more steps then the sixteen columns of the portico, the western half of which was swathed in scaffolding where workmen laboured to repair the damage caused by the fire that had almost burnt Edrun and his companions alive.

At the base of the steps lay fourteen biers upon which rested the bodies of the dead, fully armed and armoured. Although they had fought each other--and indeed the man who had slain Sauko now lay beside him--all would be accorded the same dignity and all would be buried in a common mound. From the most ancient of days it had been the custom of the Kalionali to bury all who fell in battle together, friend and foe alike, in the firm belief that death brought all enmity to an end and the spirits of the fallen could then journey in harmony along the Path of the Sixth Stage. Sauko, his comrades and his foes, would travel peacefully to their mound, then on together in the fellowship of death.

Edrun leaned down to check yet again that Jina was comfortable and had all that she needed, but they had no time to chat. Just at that moment, a Temple attendant scuttled up with word that the Lord Sulandax should now join the Lord Edus and the Lady Arandis beside the central altar. The Rite of Departure was about to begin.

Gently he urged his horse forward. The crowds parted before him as he rode up the steps of the Temple to the platform beside the central altar. Gradually the hubbub of the multitude below abated down to silence as all became aware that one of the most important of the rituals in the life of the Kalionali was about to begin. Complete silence reigned in the Great Plaza as Lord Edus, mounted on a white stallion, blew a single note upon a horn, beginning the invocation to Lute, the Swan Queen, the Gentle One, the Bringer of Love.

"Lady! Goddess! Hear your children! Protect us from harm!" As he spoke the last words he cast a handful of incense upon the altar fire. Instantly fragrant smokes arose into the quiet airs.

"Lady! Goddess!" shouted the crowd in unison. "Protect us from harm!" 

From the back of her chestnut roan, Arandis blew two notes upon her horn then chanted the second invocation to Uzvath, the Lady of the Stars, Queen of Heaven, ending with the plea: "Lady! Goddess! Smooth our path!"

"Lady! Goddess! Smooth our path!" the crowd roared the response back at her as she scattered flower petals across the altar.

Neither Priest nor Priestess of Shegadin the Hunter God, the Mighty Tracker, Archer of the Gods, could be found within Hazek, so it was given to Edrun to blow the last three notes on his horn and then to pronounce the third invocation, which he did right lustily, ending the prayer with the words "Lord! God! Bring us safely home!" as he poured the libation of wine onto the altar.

"Lord! God! Bring us safely home!" shouted the crowd as one. The Rite of Departure was done. An excited hum rose from the assembled crowds and they began to form themselves into a column. The bodies of the dead were loaded onto a huge ox-drawn catafalque. Edrun, Arandis and Edus rode down from the altars into the crowd and on to the head of the caravan, which they then began to lead up the broad Processional Way. Heralds cleared the way ahead. Liveried standard bearers raised the banners of Lute and Uzvath, of Komraic and Ancaludan, of Sulandax and Kalalutorm and Mailaranarad and a dozen other Clans. As the huge company began to move, streamers and pennons were unfurled from lances and poles on wagons and saddles, while bells and rattles tinkled and rasped, frightening away the demons that all knew would begin to cluster about those who moved from place to place, seeking vulnerable chinks where they might do mischief.

The company trundled slowly up the Processional Way to the Gate of the Fourteen Swans, the magnificent northern portal of the City of Hazek. Sentinels' horns blared out in salute as they passed under the gatehouse and along the road that led to Kalasula. A warm sun shone down upon the travellers, and an air of festivity grew with each passing step. Kalionali funeral rites were solemn, but funerals themselves were times of celebration, being occasions not of good-bye but of farewell for now, as all knew that they would sooner or later meet again when once more they were born anew into the world.

Edus, Arandis and Edrun chatted easily of light matters as they rode. Very soon they were joined by Jina and others of their friends, chatting and laughing as the sun rose towards noon above them. After a while they turned off the main road and onto a by-road that wound its way amongst the green hills of the Lutacarhinaic. Their path passed by neat farms with orchards and healthy-looking livestock, and the way was lined with farming folk who came running to see the amazing cavalcade that was passing by their gates.

Edrun nodded to himself with approval as he smiled and waved at the sturdy, prosperous folk of the Honour of Lute and the rosy-cheeked children who came to wave and cheer and dash up and down beside the travellers. A surge of nostalgia swept over him. He might have been riding along a lane near his own distant home in Chernugo.

He glanced across at Jina, and he could tell from her wistful smile that she also was entertaining similar thoughts. They caught each other's eye, exchanging glances of understanding that needed no words.

The Fire of Life was at zenith when at last the cavalcade wound its way along an ever-narrowing track to a wide pool that lay quietly glistening amongst trees and undergrowth. Broad pasturage ran down to the pool's edge on the north side, while the west and south were home to great trees that dipped their roots into the cool, clear waters. Sunlight danced upon the pool's surface while green shadows swirled in its limpid depths. Edrun and Jina and their friends dismounted and strolled across to the shady trees while servants pitched tents and attended to the myriad chores that needed to be seen to in setting up such a huge encampment.

Hand in hand, Edrun and Jina looked about them. Jina squeezed Edrun's hand gently, and again they exchanged knowing little smiles as their minds returned to the time of their last visit to this spot. On that occasion there had been but the two of them and their horses.

"So short a time when measured in terms of days," murmured Jina, "but we have experienced more in the last few Trine than we would have in a hundred years of life in Chernugo."

"Great-uncle Kemmel used to say that experiences mean little unless you use them to improve yourself. Have we improved ourselves, or just changed? Indeed, have we changed in any meaningful way?"

"And I was just beginning to think," came the voice of Taren Jemegaidi from behind them, "that we might possibly be able to get though a morning without being lectured by Great-uncle Kemmel."

"My Great-uncle Kemmel is a very wise man," said Edrun a little stiffly.

"As you have told us before," agreed Adaraic Curlylocks.

"Over and over," laughed Ala. "And over. And over. And over."

"This is a most lovely place, Jina," said Harane Ancaludan. "Quite idyllic." The Princess of Ancalta in the far west had joined the funeral party but had spent the time riding beside the litter of Adaraic younger brother Kolubal. Badly injured in the fighting that had caused the death of the fourteen men, he had insisted on being brought along to the mounding. Kolubal had nearly become the fifteenth casualty in the battle to rescue her from a threatened life of certain shame and inescapable hardship in the clutches of Halgar Rassvorea, and she had insisted on caring for him personally. The others had watched with amusement the blossoming of a love affaire between the two who were now inseparable.

"And quite the ideal spot for two young lovers to pass a private while together, I would guess," laughed Kolubal.

Jina patted her midriff, now somewhat larger than when she and Edrun had swum in the pool on their way to Hazek. "There is more to making one of these than gazing into each others' eyes, Kobbi," she laughed.

"We can only hope that it was Edrun who turned the trick," grinned Karn, "and not some lusty water demon from the depths yonder."

His words faded into silence as he realised from the sudden change that came over Jina that he had said something very wrong. She turned quite pale, her eyes widened, her mouth fell open, and she stood as if turned to stone. Slowly she began to crumple to the ground.

"Jina!" gasped Edrun, taking her in his arms just in time to prevent her from collapsing entirely.

"Jina?" cried Karn, aghast as this sudden transformation. "What did I..?"

"Shut up, Karn!" barked Ala, rushing to Jina's side.

"I am sorry," stuttered Karn. "I only meant..."

"Be quite, you mountebank," grated Harane as she joined Ala in comforting Jina. "Go away and get drunk somewhere!"

"I, I..." stammered Karn, but Edrun held his hand up, silencing him.

"It is all right. You were not to know. Get back to the camp. I shall join you later." Turning away from Karn, he picked Jina up bodily and carried her back to her palanquin, where Ala and Harane joined him as he sat with her, comforting her.

After a while Edrun was called away to speak with Edus and Elldreia, then he was needed elsewhere to supervise the pitching of the Sulandax tent. This took some time, as the tent, a gift from Lord Sugaidian, was larger than his family home in the village of Chernugo and far more sumptuously appointed. By the time that all was organised it was close to sunset, and there were the Rites of the Ending of the Day to attend to, and then the Setting of the Wards, the spiritual defences that would protect their encampment from the depredations of the demons of the night. When all these necessities had been taken care of, the time of feasting began, and the singing of the songs of the dead. It was late when at last Edrun found himself sitting by a fire at the water's edge next to Karn, Ala and Arandis. Adaraic and Taren Jemegaidi sat on the other side of the fire, wrapped in each other's arms, next to Kolubal and Harane Ancaludan.

"I am so sorry, Edrun," said Karn as he passed the wineskin. "I would never deliberately upset Jina. You know that. But what did I do? What did I say?"

"Jina was swept away in the Nogoldhere River during a particularly bad storm one day," said Edrun, taking a swig from the wineskin and passing it to Arandis. "The river rose and broke its banks, and a whole lot of us were trying to rescue sheep that had fallen in when Jina slipped and went in herself. She was immediately seized by river demons, who dragged her down into the depths where they tried to imprison her. Somehow or other, we have no idea how, she managed to escape their clutches only to be dragged from the waters and imprisoned by Halgar Rassvorea of whom you will have heard me speak before. She was dragged halfway across Kalion for several Trine to be sold as a victim for sacrifice, until I managed to rescue her. We fled from Halgar, but his men came close to finding us soon after. We only just managed to escape them, and that by hiding in a river. In the river the demons tried to snatch her back and it was only by the grace of Detanie, Blessed Lady of the Bees, that she survived."

"I did not know that," muttered Karn.

"The river demons had a permanent effect on her," explained Edrun. "She cannot safely enter running water of any depth again for fear that they will come for her once more. She can sit on the banks of a stream and wash her feet, of course, and still waters such as those of this pool are safe as there are no river demons here. That is why when first we came to this spot we were able to swim in this pool without fear. But then you suggested that water demons from the pool might come for her or, even worse, actually get inside her, and she was overcome with sheer terror."

"I am so very, very sorry, Edrun," repeated Karn. "How can I make amends?"

"You are forgiven, of course," smiled Edrun. "You did not know, Karn. She realises that, and she forgives you."

"How is she now?"

"Sleeping."

"I must make amends, Edrun. How can I do that?"

Edrun patted him on the shoulder. "Just do not talk about water demons when you are with her, and everything will be fine."

"We will not speak of this to Jina," said Arandis thoughtfully, surrendering the wine skin to Ala, "but it is wise to be aware of demons at all times. Particularly here in the Lutacarhinaic."

"Why is that, Arandis?" asked Edrun. "We have to beware of demons at all times, of course, but why more so here than, say, out in the DrummGrissa, or in the mountains of the Aeva Ram?"

"Because the Lutacarhinaic, the Land that is Blessed of the Lady Lute, is a special place, one of several such in the Kalion Islands. Kalion Ulu, the City of the Kings, is another, as is Ancalta, Harane. Hazek, Kalion Ulu, Ancalta, all were built where they are for a very specific reason which is that they are centres of great spiritual energy. It was no accident that Hazek was founded where it is more than eighteen centuries ago. It was here that the Awakened of Lute found one of the most powerful foci of energy in all western Kalion and dedicated it to the service and guardianship of the Swan Queen, who has ruled here ever since. 

"This is all to do with the Balance, as those of you who have been to Temple will understand. You all know of the Metika Fetorfet, the Bridge of Balance and Imbalance, the slender Path along the ridge on which our world and our very existence sits. It is subject to the buffeting of the winds that blow between the stars, and it must forever be maintained by the hands of mortals and immortals working in harmony together. To extend the metaphor of the Bridge, think of the foci of energy upon which Hazek and the other centres sit as the bastions or columns upon which that bridge itself sits. They uphold it and keep it stable, but they are also vulnerable places where those that might do mischief tend to congregate, and such things we categorise as demons.

"Demons of every sort cluster thickly here; night demons, woods demons, demons of stone and of air, always seeking a passage into our world. They work away at Keikaldormest, the Grey Places, the weak points in the world where the veils that stand between us and the Outer Chaos are thin. Places such as those where earth and water meet, as at the edge of a pool which is neither land nor water, or at sunrise and sunset, times that are neither day nor night but liminal periods between them, are all chinks in the world, and such joints are weak points. There are many such places hereabouts, and they are weaker than most in that demons have been trying much harder to force them open for much longer. We must be ever vigilant here."

"Are you sure that you have set the Wards securely?" said Taren tremulously as she snuggled closer to Adaraic.

"We are perfectly secure here. There is nothing to fear." Arandis smiled reassuringly, slowly lowering her gaze to the fire, but under her long lashes her eyes were on Edrun.
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Of Birds and Other Friends

 

 

"Dawn is approaching, m'lord. Time to make ready."

Edrun sat up blearily, accepting the mug of proxa that Zan thrust into his hand. Invigorating aromas arose from the steaming infusion of roasted nuts and herbs, clearing the heaviness of sleep from his head. He sipped gratefully. Beside him, Jina likewise was stirring into life with the help of her maid, Meldis.

Very soon both were fully dressed and groomed, ready for the ceremony. Hand in hand they walked out into the darkness, followed by Zan, Meldis and Numa, joining the growing numbers that were silently making their way across the grass to the side of the pool where lay the bodies of the fallen. As they neared the mounding place, a murmuring began about them, at first a gentle, wordless humming that quickly began to harmonise, forming words.

Together the assembly sang the Summoning. Softly, gently, they called to the spirits of the dead to come to them, soothing them, allaying their fears and confusion, singing words of healing and calmness. A light, faintly luminous ground mist swirling up from the pool lent the scene an eldritch air of otherworldliness.

A dim but growing glow was becoming visible in the east. Above the horizon rose Etha Rhosaic, the Eye of Ice, the gleaming herald of the Fire of Life come to spy out the land to ensure that all was ready for the coming of his Mistress, the Queen of Heaven. Silence fell. Torches flared to reveal the figures of Elldreia, Edus and Arandis, arrayed in their full panoply of office.

In a fine baritone voice, Edus sang the prayers of the Five Stages. The crowd sang the responses back while the three Awakened paced from station to station, ritually re-enacting the ancient journey of the People of the Sea from the Lands of Birth to the Islands of the Sixteen Gods. As the last response died away, the three turned to the east, watching the growing light of dawn. A deep hush descended once more on the throng. Not a voice was heard, not a cough, not a whisper, not a rustle of clothing. Then at last a rim of fire rose above the eastern hills.

"Travelas! C'Adinie brenaid!" cried Edus rapturously. "Behold! My Lady Comes!" With these words the entire company burst into the Sending, the anthem of greetings to the Queen of Heaven and farewell to the spirits of those who had fallen, sending them on their way to the lap of the Fire of Life, there to be healed and nourished and rested until the time for their Returning. 

A long line of cloud on the eastern horizon glowed luminously in the golden rays of the new dawn, so that to those watching it did indeed seem that a pair of divine arms were open wide, ready to receive the spirits of Sauko and his mates. As the last words of the Sending rolled across the water of the pool, a flight of fourteen water fowl, startled from their nests amongst the reeds, rose from the banks to fly straight to the sun. A murmur of awe and wonder arose from the company at this prodigy, as it seemed to all that the spirits of the dead had actually taken visible form to fly up to the Lady of the Stars.

Then the lustrous glows of dawn's first flush faded into everyday sunshine that swiftly devoured the last tatters of mist that still clung to the still surface of the pool. Those who had borne arms in the fighting that had taken the lives of Sauko and his comrades gathered together around the bodies of the slain, where they swore the oaths binding themselves into Mound Brotherhood. One by one they placed stones in a circle about the bodies then quietly walked away to the tables where breakfast awaited them while the small army of servants and retainers began the task of building and turfing the mound.

Rather than wait for the building of the mound, the tedious striking of the camp and the ponderous return of the entire company to Hazek that evening, Edrun and his companions returned to the City on their own as soon as they had eaten. The brief journey was pleasant but quiet, as they spoke little, happy to simply be together, taking comfort in each other's company, thinking their own thoughts. 

Reaching Hazek at last, they made their ways, severally and somewhat subdued, to their various accommodations with promises to meet for breakfast the following day.

All arose late the next morning, for there had been little sleep during their sojourn at the pool, and all had been tired. As the sun rose yet again towards noon they gathered at one of the elegant hostelries that lined the north side of the Great Plaza. Here, where the wealthy and those who would be thought wealthy strolled, and the drinks cost three times as much as they did in the humble back-street inns with which Edrun and Jina were more familiar, the group of friends gathered once more to drink and eat over-priced nibbles at the tables under the wide loggia. They chatted animatedly of the events of the previous days and of the possibilities of the days to come, the contemplative mood that had gripped them the previous afternoon and evening having vanished under the warm sunshine of Hazek.

"How is the head, Edrun?" asked Adaraic. "I understand that it has taken a bit of a beating of late. It looks quite nasty, I must say."

Edrun gently probed the half-healed welts on his head. "Coming along well enough," he said ruefully, "but there is a way to travel before I am fully straightened out. I have had a bit of a head-ache, and I get double-vision from time to time."

"That is an interesting problem," observed Karn. "That would mean that you would see two of Jina, in that case. And how would you work out which was which?"

"Which was which what?" frowned Adaraic.

"Which was the real Jina, of course," snorted Karn.

"That is silly," said Ala. "They would both be Jina."

"They could not both be Jina," argued Karn reasonably. "How could they? There is only one Jina, which is sad, really, because if there really were two of her, Edrun and I could have one each."

"You do talk a lot of nonsense, Karn," laughed Edrun. "But talking of wounds, how is your arm, Tansa?"

"It is fine, m'lord. It did look pretty messy, but it was only a flesh wound, despite all the blood, and it is healing well."

"How did you get hurt, Tansa?" asked Taren Jemegaidi.

"Chasing Halgar Rassvorea through the Couch of the Golden Swan. We thought that we had him cornered in one of the upper rooms, but he had a squad of spearmen with him and they were on us before we were aware that they were even there." He sighed. "I was lucky."

"How so?"

"Two of my mates went down without so much as striking a blow. It could easily have been three of us."

Cafan, who was sitting next to him, raised his drinking horn, tipping a few drops on the floor in libation. "To absent friends." All silently raised their mugs or saucers, pouring libations as they did so, and drank.

"Returning to Halgar Rassvorea," said Karn as they finished the toast, "what did happen to him? Did anyone see?" The others shook their heads.

"I closed his eyes," said Edrun, "but everything was confused, what with people running around looking for that Shifa woman, and all the other fuss and to-do. I do not know what happened to his body, nor have I heard of any funeral rites for him."

"Maybe Shifa came back and collected the body," suggested Vaided Mailaranarad.

"Why would she care?" asked Ala. "She killed him!"

"They were together for a long time," said Edrun. "Many years, indeed. Even Shifa had a bit of human decency left in her, it seems, so perhaps she claimed him and laid him to rest somewhere in the tunnels and vaults under the City."

"Come to that," said Tansa thoughtfully, "we have seen nothing of Shifa since. Or of our friend Pargo, either."

"Shifa and Pargo were lovers long ago," said Edrun. "It seems that they found each other again during the recent troubles, and I would guess that they have tip-toed away together somewhere. Perhaps it is just as well, because I would hate to have to kill a woman, but Shifa's actions in the past cannot be set aside. I would happily string her up from the nearest tree."

"I forgive her, Edrun," said Jina softly, her voice slightly muffled as her head was nestled into his shoulder, her eyes closed. They were lounging back amongst soft cushions in a large and very comfortable divan. "Let them go, my dearest. Wherever they are, or wherever they are heading, let them try and find peace if they can."

"It shall be as you say, my beloved," murmured Edrun, kissing her on the top of the head. "Your wish is my command."

Vaided grimaced at this little scene, raising his eyes to the heavens. Taren smiled indulgently. Karn chuckled. Ala looked a little dewy-eyed.

"This is all very generous, Mound Brother," said Kolubal, "but if you two can stop schmoozing each other for a moment, we have things to talk about. Like, for example, where do we go from here?"

"In your case, Kobbi," drawled Adaraic, "not very far, unless we put you in a wheel-barrow. You are going to be sitting quietly for quite a while yet."

"Don't call me Kobbi," complained Kolubal petulantly. "Mother calls me that. It makes me seem as if I am five years old!"

"Diddums," chuckled Karn, patting him on the head.

"I am serious," snapped Kolubal, batting the hand away. "Things are changing very rapidly in the DrummGrissa thanks to recent events here in Hazek, and we have to think about how we are to handle these consequences. And call me Kolubal, or Kel. Anything but Kobbi!"

"You are quite right, Kel, we do have to think about such things," said Adaraic. "I have no doubt that word is already speeding its way to Kalion Ulu and the ears of the King, if it is not there already." 

Edrun nodded in silent agreement. He had already noticed that the Clans seemed to be able to pass news around amongst themselves far more quickly than could ordinary folk. On several occasions he had been startled to find that not only had news sped ahead of him, but that it was comprehensive and very accurate. How they did it he could not imagine. When he had asked, they laughed and changed the subject. If these people could gather news so quickly, how much more efficient would the King's methods have to be?

"We certainly do have to think about these weighty matters," said Vaided, leaning back into his upholstered chair luxuriously. "But not now. We have just managed to avert a major crisis and probable threat to our land. No doubt there will be hard questions asked, and it is quite likely that there will be blood on the sand - again. But not right now. For now, we have a lovely warm day, excellent company, and all the manifold delights of the City of Hazek laid out for our entertainment. We have had a very difficult time this last Trine or so, thanks to Halgar Rassvorea, and we deserve a bit of a holiday. We can worry about affairs of state later."

"I would still like to know what happened to Halgar's body," frowned Karn. "And I would like to know what happened to Pargo and Shifa. I do not like loose threads and unfinished details."

"Then go and hunt in the passages under the Couch of the Golden Swan," laughed Adaraic.

"I have a better idea," said Karn, rising and stretching. "Zan, come here! You promised to guide me along Beer Barrel Lane and show me some of the eighty-eight watering holes along its tortuous length. The time has come to begin this voyage of exploration."

"Of you go, then," laughed Edrun. "Numa, go with them. It will need the two of you to carry him home."

"I shall go with them as well," said Ala, taking Karn's arm, "to make sure that behaviour is kept within civilised bounds. Remember that we are all invited to dinner with Lord Edus and Lady Elldreia tonight."

"Wait for me," called out Vaided as he leapt up to follow them. "I am coming with you!"

Harane also rose to her feet. "Kolubal should return home for a rest if we are going to go out for dinner tonight," she said. "Cafan, you and your men take up the litter and follow me. My friends, farewell until this evening."

Edrun and Jina watched as the others disappeared into the crowds, leaving them with Adaraic, Taren and Arandis, who had joined them from the first but had said nothing, seemingly happy to do no more than sit and listen as the conversation wove its way around her. An attendant brought fresh drinks and a large bowl of krob, chunks of fried bread, a favourite Kalionali snack. Jina picked out a few pieces, eating one or two and crumbling a third in one hand which she held out over the parapet.

Within moments half a dozen small brown birds had gathered nearby, eyeing the crumbs hungrily. Jina sat perfectly still. The little birds hopped forward warily, closer, closer. At last one, more daring than the others, hopped onto her hand and began to peck at the crumbs. Moments later Jina's hand was covered with Kupi, small brown and grey birds, fussing and arguing over the bits of krob.

"You have a way with them, Jina," smiled Taren. "Not everyone could lure the birds from the sky to eat out of their hand."

"It is all about patience," Jina said dreamily, her eyes half closed. "Patience and thinking kind thoughts."

"You think the birds can read your thoughts?" laughed Adaraic.

"They can sense feelings," murmured Jina, not looking at him. "They know that I would do them no harm. Birds are very sensitive creatures." Arandis watched, saying nothing.

"You should choose the totem creature of your Clan, Lord Sulandax," said Adaraic. "All the Clans of the Islands, both great and small, have their totem beasts that embody the spirit of the Clan. You may choose whatever beast you like, of course, but the Clans of the DrummGrissa have from time immemorial chosen birds. That of the Kalalutorm is the Kirbo." Edrun nodded. The green hawk of western Kalion was a superb creature, swift, and a fine hunter.

"That of the Jemegaidi is the Fetor," said Taren.

"The little mountain owls, no bigger than my thumb?" smiled Edrun.

"And wise in the ways of the mountains," said Taren, "finding sustenance and thriving where others cannot, working together as a flock to care for each other. Their colonies endure for many generations."

"So, any thoughts?" persisted Adaraic.

"This morning," said Edrun thoughtfully, "fourteen large water fowl broke cover and flew into the morning sun, carrying the spirits of the dead with them to the arms of the Fire of Life. Their appearance was an omen, for sure, and I have been wondering about its meaning ever since. Perhaps they were telling me that Beduk should be my bird." Arandis' eyes narrowed. Both Taren and Adaraic looked uneasy.

"They were not just water-fowl, Edrun, they were Beduk," said Adaraic, frowning. "Here in the DrummGrissa, Beduk are birds of ill-omen. It is said that they are the birds of Maunadin, the Stalker by Night, who the old stories say was once worshipped here in the Lutacarhinaic. The Beduk would not be a good choice at all."

"Maunadin?" asked Edrun. "I have never heard of Him."

"Maunadin, the Silent God," said Arandis quietly, speaking for the first time. "The Dark Swordsman, the Stalker by Night, sometimes known as Nikar, the conductor of the spirits of the slain, the Keeper of the Sixth Gate. He wandered the world in ages past, it is said, and was worshipped by demons. He always had two Beduk called Turein, or Watcher, and Karkein, which is Listener, in his company. They flew about and gathered news of all that was mischievous and wicked which they brought to Him that He might gain greater and greater power. It is rumoured that He was named in honour here in the Lutacarhinaic, and in the mountains of the Aeva Ram long ago, but for some reason His power waned."

"What happened to Him?" asked Edrun, intrigued.

"We do not know, but Gods do not disappear, Edrun. From time to time Their attention is diverted elsewhere, perhaps, but They Themselves are eternal. To name His birds as your own might be all that is needed to draw His attention back to us, to you particularly, and we have troubles enough as it is."

"It shall be as you say," smiled Edrun. "I would not want to bring evil down upon us. Perhaps we should make do with the Kupi. What do you think, Jina?" 

He twisted about to face her and in so doing caused a shaft of pain to arc through his head. He gasped in agony, his eyes blurred and for a moment everything misted, twisting out of focus. For an instant there seemed to be two of Jina on the couch, smoky and vague. One Jina was laying back, eyes closed, a little smile on her lips, while the other was sitting up, looking straight at him with wide, solemn eyes.

"You will not choose the totem, Edrun," said the sombre-eyed Jina. "The totem will choose you."

Edrun shook his head violently, and his vision returned to normal. Jina was sitting up, looking a little dazed, startled by his sudden movements and his grunt of pain. Arandis put her hand out to him. "Edrun? Are you hurt?"

Edrun looked about him uncertainly, still shaking his head. "No. Yes. Yes, no," he muttered. "I am all right. Just a sudden pain in my head. It will pass. It is passing."

"In that case," he heard Arandis say, "I think it is time for us to have a little wander about the market stalls. What do you think, Jina?"
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A Brief Mission

 

 

Dusk had fallen by the time Edrun and Jina and their companions returned to the Great Plaza, although the crowds had not diminished. If anything they were greater than before, a swirling tide of people in their best clothes strolling in the warm evening, seeing and being seen, before retiring for an evening meal at one or other of the many inns and eating houses that lined the Great Plaza and the streets and lanes leading into it. The evening sacrifices were over, but fires still burned on the three great altars of the Temple frontage, and a host of braziers, lamps and cressets of all sizes illuminated the Plaza with a warm, red glow.

OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/image-5.png





OEBPS/images/image-4.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Tur

ISLANDS

LT HEF

SIXTEEN GODS

HOOKR S : I HE SONSIGEMHTE SIFTNT GOD

I EPHEN&SYMONS

W Writers Exchange





OEBPS/images/image-3.png





OEBPS/images/image-2.png





OEBPS/images/image-1.png
Wiriters Exchange B-lPublishing





