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To my mother, Edith, who told me stories and imbued me with a love of books.

To Walter Bellin, who showed me the way to make it happen.

.

When All the Leaves Have Fallen, the second and final book in the Chronicles of the Ilaroi series, continues the story which began in Book One: As Fire is to Gold.
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THE FOREST OUTSIDE the small hut was unusually quiet for a Spring day.  It is as if, thought Kell, the whole of Ilythia is holding its breath in dread anticipation of what unspeakable crime Golkar will descend to next. He knew, of course, it was his mood that had engendered such a dark thought, just as he knew that any attempt to shake off his depression would be pointless.

His hopes lay in tatters. He could see no way now to stop Golkar from running rampant with whatever mad plan he had hatched. It had been three days since Tarak had passed and still Kell mourned the loss of his colleague as if it had just happened.

He had known of it the instant it occurred. Kell couldn’t explain how, or why. It was an event without precedent, so he could liken it to no previous experience. But he knew, nonetheless, and without a shadow of a doubt. Suddenly, and without any warning, he had sensed that Tarak was gone, either dead or forced in some way to leave Ilythia. It didn’t matter which, the result was the same. His colleague was no longer a living force within this plane of existence. Kell was on his own, and he sensed that now, he alone was the last bulwark that stood between Golkar and his total dominion of Ilythia.

That had to be what the madman wanted, why no longer mattered, and it seemed as if it would only be a matter of time before he achieved his goal. If Tarak could be disposed of so quickly, then what hope did Kell have? Whether it was Golkar or his ally who had disposed of his fellow Guardian seemed equally inconsequential now. Kell knew that he hadn’t the faintest idea how to oppose either of them.

At least he wouldn’t just sit and wait for them to come to him. He owed it to the people of Ilythia to not go down without a fight. The vows he had taken couldn’t be denied simply because he himself was in mortal danger. If anything, he was needed now more than ever. He had thought long and hard about what he should now do and had made his decision.

His first concern was for Nim. He had told the quickling to meet him and Tarak at the hut and, by his reckoning, his friend was overdue. Kell knew there was no reason to be overly concerned at this stage, however. Although he’d expected to see Nim the previous evening, any one of a thousand things could have delayed him given the distance he had been asked to cover. Unfortunately, Kell couldn’t afford to wait much longer. If the quickling didn’t show up soon he would have to go without him, as much as it would pain him to do so.

They had agreed on a way the wizard could leave a message if he did need to leave without his aide, so that wouldn’t be a problem, but he would rather not go without knowing his friend was safe. He had already lost Tarak without being able to lift a finger in his defence and what he was about to do would soon imperil another. To lose Nim as well would be too much to bear.

But he also knew he couldn’t afford to tarry. The loss of Tarak had made him realise that to sit and wait would only allow Golkar to keep the initiative he had already seized. For all Kell knew, Nim’s failure to show up when expected might be a sign that he too had fallen victim to either Golkar or his helpers. Kell could wait, but not for long. If he was to do anything to hinder his renegade colleague then he would have to start becoming unpredictable. Remaining idle wouldn’t achieve that.

It only took him a short time to prepare to leave the hut. He would need to move quickly and stealthily to achieve his goal, and that meant travelling lightly. Hastily gathering his few precious supplies together, he picked out the essential items and discarded the rest. Then, once he had packed and was secure in the knowledge that he was ready to move at a moment’s notice, he spent the remainder of the day combing through his books again, searching for something to help him against his fellow wizard, all the while keeping one eye on the pathway down which he hoped to see Nim appear.

The books that drew most of his attention were his oldest and most precious ones. He had kept copies of his notes from his time as a student under the tutelage of Tanis and something told him that if anything could help him it would come from there. Although Kell had no recollection of the mage mentioning such an eventuality, his mentor must have considered what might happen if the Guardians ever fell out with one another. Given that it had been several centuries since he had left, Kell felt that if he scoured through his old notes he might find something there that he hadn’t understood the importance of at the time he’d recorded them.

And so it was that he spent his day. To no avail, however. Although he hadn’t looked at these records in many a year, and although they brought back many pleasant memories of those early years, ultimately he found himself no closer to an answer than when he had begun. The closest he came were some oblique references Tanis had made to the existence of other worlds.

The Ilaroi, it seems, had not always been here. They had come to Ilythia from some other world, for what reason Tanis either didn’t know or chose not to reveal.

Tanis had talked of what Kell at the time had believed to be no more than a theory, that there were, in fact, many other worlds that existed, separate in time and space from Ilythia, not just the one that had been the Ilaroi’s original home. He had suggested that it might be possible to either establish or locate intersection points where a crossover between such worlds was feasible.

When pressed on the point, however, he had emphasised that the concept was nothing more than speculation and he had moved on to another subject. At the time, Kell had thought it just an idle idea he hadn’t been interested in pursuing. Now, with Norvig’s news, he wondered if interaction between such worlds might indeed be possible. After all, the Ilaroi had done it, or at least had claimed to.

Admittedly, they were gods, or the closest things to gods that Ilythia had ever seen, not counting mythical beings such as Zar, the ‘god’ the sligs were convinced look down upon them. Nonetheless, the Ilaroi’s feat proved that it was possible. Even if that were so, however, how Golkar could have achieved such a thing remained unknown.

As the day wore on, his concern for Nim mounted and he began to more seriously consider the prospect that he too had fallen victim to Golkar. Then, just before dusk, with his hopes fading as fast as the setting sun, the quickling turned up.

Their meeting was a joyous one, with both obviously relieved to find the other safe. For the first night in many days they both ate heartily and Kell found his spirits lifting. Throwing off the lethargy that had dogged him following the loss of Tarak, he allowed himself to hope that he might yet prevail over his colleague. He knew now what he had to do.

He couldn’t hope to resist his colleague alone. It was time to call on his own unexpected ally. As hard a choice as that was, it had to be done. Everyone would be at risk should Golkar achieve his aim of becoming the sole living Guardian. Better to imperil yet another of his friends in this deadly game than to allow that to happen. Whatever the cost, Golkar had to be defeated.

In contrast to Kell’s new-found sense of purpose, however, Nim took the news of Tarak’s demise very hard. Although he knew Kell well enough to know the wizard wouldn’t have spoken of it had he not been certain, he found the news hard to reconcile with what he had recently seen. It was only a matter of days since he had left Tarak in the Vale and he’d been sure the herb-master had intended to join them in Annwn as quickly as he was able. He told Kell he had expected to find the two engrossed in plans to combat their colleague. He could only assume that Tarak had unexpectedly run into either Golkar or his mysterious human champion somewhere between the Vale and Annwn.

Most of all, Nim’s heart went out to Jekira. Having seen her love for Tarak grow over the years, it saddened the quickling that something so pure could be brought to such an abrupt and unnecessary end, for no other reason than to feed one man’s desire for power. Kell could only agree.

At least they had the comfort of knowing that Jekira herself would be safe, for the moment at least. Nim told Kell of Tarak’s plan to send her off to her family in Keerêt before he himself departed from the Vale. If he had been true to his word, then by now she should have reached the city. Of all places in Ilythia, there she would be safest. The city was all but impregnable and Nim had seen that work had begun to strengthen its already formidable defences.

For his part, Kell was heartened to hear of the Algarian reaction to his message. He knew how important it was that they know they couldn’t count on the aid of the Guardians in what would most likely now become a full-scale war with the sligs. He was pleased to hear of the preparations that Elissa had immediately initiated. Kell knew that she was as fine a leader as Algaria had seen in many generations. For the first time in days, he went to sleep with hope in his heart once more.

The next morning, they were up early and away before the dawn. Nim obviously relished the opportunity to be riding for a change. He might be fleet of foot, but even he needed to rest after the enormous distance he’d had to cover in the past week.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked Kell as their horses plodded along the forest track silently in the dim light.

“Mmmm. What?” Kell had been leagues away. He’d been thinking back to the time before he had become a Guardian, to the very day in fact that his mentor, Tanis, had taken him as a young lad back to Ral Partha to begin his training. They had ridden right through the night on that occasion. Tanis had been like that. Day and night had meant little to him. It was as if he had operated on some different timescale to the rest of Ilythia.

Kell remembered how on that night the great mage had been so close, barely speaking a word, while he himself had been brim full of excitement, overflowing with anticipation and wonder. In particular, he remembered the next morning, when they had ridden through the forested foothills with the fresh face of dawn just beginning to soften the gloom of the eastern sky at their backs.

He had grown up on the streets of a large town and had never seen a forest like that before that day. Since then he had come to love that time, that brief, and to him magical, interval that separated the night from the day, the pre-dawn, with its soft light, its stillness and its tranquillity. The forest was never quieter than it was then. That’s where he had been, remembering another morning long ago, when Nim’s voice had disturbed his thoughts.

“I’m sorry,” said Nim. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“It’s all right, my friend,” replied Kell, smiling softly and sitting up straighter in the saddle in an attempt to shake off his reverie. “I was thinking of happier times. Let it be Mishra’s will that we see some more of those when this is over. What was it you said?”

“I asked you if you’re sure you’re ready for this?”

“Sure? No. I’m not sure. But a better question would be, ‘Is there a better option than this at this point in time?’ The answer to that, I think, is also no.”

“If this is the pep talk,” replied Nim sardonically, “then I’m not feeling very inspired. You were supposed to say, ‘Of course I’m sure. If I was Golkar, I’d be quaking in my boots right now.’” The quickling’s grin betrayed his good humour, though Kell had no need of such signs. He knew his friend well enough to suspect he would still be quipping jokes though the very jaws of death were about to close around him.

“No, my friend,” he answered, turning his mind back more fully to the task at hand. “Like all courses, this is a dangerous one. I must do what I can, though, to take the initiative back from Golkar. He must be kept busy trying to deal with me. While he’s doing that, the Algarians and the sligs will be left to sort themselves out, without a Guardian tipping the odds for either side.

“If I run from him, that will simply leave him free to go where he pleases when he pleases. The odds are already heavily in his favour without handing him that advantage as well. And if I go to aid the Algarians, then he will simply side with the sligs. Such a war would be a bloody one and my instincts tell me he would still win out in the end. No. I must put him off balance, and keep him so. I must do the unexpected. If he’s unsure of me, then he will have to neutralise me before he can deal with his other affairs.”

“But can the Algarians withhold the sligs on their own?”

Kell winced, then drew in his breath. “Frankly, I don’t know, Nim,” he eventually replied. “But I do know that they must. And I also know that I’ll need to do more than just put Golkar off balance. In the end, I must find a way to defeat him.”

The look of concern on Nim’s face made it clear he still wasn’t altogether comfortable with Kell’s plan.

“I’m decided upon it, Nim,” the wizard continued, forestalling any chance for his friend to voice an objection. “So don’t try to dissuade me. It’s my task now to prod the hornet’s nest. I have some tricks up my sleeve that even you don’t know of. Once we reach the edge of Annwn we must part. You must go to warn your own people, and the elves as well. Even if we achieve nothing else, it’s our duty to ensure that they are warned of the danger ahead. I don’t believe Golkar, or the sligs for that matter, will stop if they succeed in defeating the Algarians. Golkar’s actions alone suggest some grander plan than that.”

“I know better than to argue with you once your mind is set,” replied the quickling. “And I can’t deny I’ll be glad to know my people are forewarned. But prodding a hornet’s nest is a dangerous game. The trick is to get close enough without getting stung yourself. I still don’t see how you can do that, get near enough, that is. You’ve been very circumspect about all this. Golkar will surely know as soon as you enter his valley.”

Kell smiled. “That’s what he thinks, as well. Imagine his surprise when he finds that I can turn up on his doorstep without his knowing it. That will take the wind out of his sails, rest assured. As for the rest? He needs to know that he’s in for a fight. I have to declare my hand at some time and now is that time. As I said, Golkar is not the only one with allies.”

~~~

[image: ]


MARDUR SLIPPED BACK into her tent as quietly as she could, heaving a sigh of relief as the flap closed behind her. The interior might have been warm and stuffy compared to the cool evening breeze blowing outside, but its closeness offered Mardur a welcome sense of security. Although she felt sure no one had seen her return to the camp, she worried each night that this time she might be caught. She could never forget that the line she walked was a dangerous one.

As she slipped out of her clothes she wondered if the lad was being as cautious as she was. She had done all she could to impress on him the importance of discretion and she hoped that she had succeeded. If any of the others found out what they were up, to it could mean death for both of them. There was always someone seeking to improve their lot at the expense of others and there were few if any in the slig camp who would balk at using such knowledge in their own interests.

Although the risks were high, Mardur knew that it was a chance she had to take. It would have been one thing to strike out on her own and hope to be taken in by another tribe while they were still within sight of the land she was familiar with. With the tribe now deep within Algarian territory, that was no longer an option. Besides, she had to believe there was still a way out of her predicament. Her plan was a good one after all. Norag was in his prime. If his seed wouldn’t give her the child she needed then no one’s would.

By the Horns of Rika, she mused, the lad was passionate. Holding her clothes up to her face, she inhaled deeply, smiling contentedly as the strong smells flooded her senses. Well, thought Mardur, enough of that. This wasn’t supposed to be about pleasure. It was about survival.

––––––––
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, Mardur went about her usual business around the campsite, doing the chores that normally filled her days, tending her babe, washing their clothes at the waterhole, caring for the older members of the tribe, those whose family were either dead or off with the warriors. Somehow, she managed to pretend that life was still normal when in reality fear and worry had become her constant companions.

Gratefully, Norag had the sense to keep his distance while the others were around. It wasn’t so easy to avoid Varna, however. It was the usual practice for the women to work in groups, helping each other with the chores and chatting idly to pass the time, and Varna and Drait were both members of the small group of women Mardur commonly worked with.

Thankfully, Drait gave no indication she was aware of Mardur’s late-night trysts with her son. If she did know what was going on, she either didn’t mind or she wasn’t prepared to interfere. Mardur thought it more likely she was unaware. Given the older woman’s experience, if she had even the slightest inkling as to what was going on she wouldn’t stand by while Norag played such a dangerous game.

Dealing with Varna was another matter. It took some effort on Mardur’s part to conceal the bitter hatred she felt for that one. To her mind, it was only that young fool’s stupidity which had forced her into the precarious predicament she now found herself in. If Varna hadn’t prompted Larnük to reveal everything to Hrothgar, Mardur would have had time to think of some other way of resolving her problems. Instead, she’d been forced to act before she was ready.

Mardur vowed that she would get her revenge on the youngster. For the moment, however, she would bide her time and continue to act as if nothing was wrong. It was essential that she do nothing to draw attention to herself.

Despite the drudgery of the women’s tasks, excitement was high in the camp. Their tents were pitched less than a score of leagues to the rear of the slig forces and word of progress with the assault on the Algarians kept trickling back to them. It seemed that everything was proceeding much as they had expected. Evidence of their success could be seen in the small numbers of wounded warriors who had returned to the camp.

Despite their successes, however, they hadn’t moved as far into Algarian territory as they had hoped. They should have been much deeper into the border province by now and nobody Mardur talked to seemed to know what was hindering the advance. Nor had there been any news of Hrothgar or his hunt.

Then, unexpectedly, just after midday, Grartok himself, along with a small escort of warriors, returned to the camp. The concern that rippled through the women dissipated just as quickly as it had arisen when it became known the First Warrior was simply seeking a replacement for his mount. It seems his horse had gone lame following a minor mishap that morning. Grartok always kept a small supply of mounts in reserve and he had returned to the camp to choose a replacement. The horse he was now riding was borrowed. Apparently, the lame mount had been put to death on the spot. It had failed the First Warrior, a fatal mistake.

Mardur realised that this was her chance. Although Hrothgar still hadn’t returned, he couldn’t be far away by now. While the First Warrior was choosing a new mount, Mardur quickly threaded her way through the camp, making a beeline for the tent that was always kept in readiness for the First Warrior. It was there that he found her a short while later.

“What’s this?” demanded Grartok, as he drew back the cover to his tent and saw Mardur seated within. She was looking up at him expectantly with a soft glow on her face. “Did you miss me that much, woman?” I didn’t come all this way just to bed you, you know.”

Despite his dismissive tone, Mardur could sense he was pleased to find her waiting for him. “I thought you would want to know straight away,” she replied, fighting to maintain her calm as her heart pounded within her breast. As she spoke, she placed one hand on her lower abdomen, gently patting it as she did so. 

She waited while Grartok stared at her hand against her belly. She could see the look of confusion on his face slowly changing as the import of what she had said and what she was doing slowly sank in. When he raised his eyes to her face once more, she locked on to him with her own gaze. With the barest hint of a smile on her face, she spoke again, seductively this time, her soft voice barely a whisper. “I have something in my belly, First Warrior. Something you put there. I am with child, your child.”

Mardur fought to conceal her nervousness as she spoke. She had done it now. The die was cast and where it would take her Zar only knew.

For a moment Grartok stood there in the doorway of the tent, speechless, looking from her face to her abdomen and back again. His chest heaved with obvious excitement. Then, suddenly, and unexpectedly, he threw himself down upon Mardur, knocking her backward with the force of his body as he did so. His mouth went to hers, kissing her fiercely as one hand groped under her shift for her breast. To Mardur’s surprise, she felt herself responding to his unexpected ardour. This was like Norag, full of untamed passion and desire. It excited something within her she hadn’t known had been there. She had obviously spent too much time with that monster, Hrothgar.

What followed was frantic, for both of them. When Grartok was done, he rose and began to rearrange his clothing. The lover became the warrior once more.

“Move your belongings in here woman,” he said to her gruffly once he had regained his composure. “You’re my tent-woman now.”

“What about Hrothgar?” queried Mardur, maintaining a submissive tone despite the exhilaration she was feeling.

“What about him?” sneered Grartok dismissively. “I am First Warrior. I take what I want.”

“He’ll be angered if he returns and finds that I’ve moved from his tent, especially when he hears where I’ve gone. I fear him.”

“Mmmm. You’re right. It’d be like the dog to do something rash, too. I’ll leave a guard. Don’t worry. Grartok protects what is his. Forget about Hrothgar. He’s nothing to you now.”

“Yes First Warrior.”

With that Grartok turned and left. Mardur allowed herself a smile. It couldn’t have gone better for her. She wasn’t out of trouble yet, but another important hurdle had been crossed. The gods were smiling on her, she could see that now. Surely they wouldn’t desert her after she had come this far. Now, if they could just help her to get pregnant, then she would be truly safe.

She could fake it for a while, but not for long. No matter. Certainly, now that she had spoken to Grartok, the sands of time were running, but she had also bought herself a bit of breathing space, and some much-needed protection from Hrothgar. Everything now depended on Norag. Mardur hoped that the youngster was as fertile as he was eager.

~~~
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“IT DOESN’T LOOK VERY impressive,” snorted the slig leader as he looked down on the walled town nestled on the floor of the valley below the two riders. Despite the lengthening shadows as the sun slipped inexorably towards the horizon, their position on the crest of the ridge gave them an excellent view of both the valley and the town that it harboured. “They didn’t even have the sense to fortify this ridge,” Grartok continued, his eyes still assessing what he could make out of Kurandir’s defences. Shifting casually in his saddle, he turned to look at the warrior next to him.

Brorgar swallowed in an attempt to moisten his parched throat as the First Warrior’s gaze fell upon him. Although his throat was dry, his armour seemed clammy and uncomfortable and he knew that his brow was beaded with perspiration. For the moment, he was safe. The First Warrior was in a good mood. If he hadn’t been, Brorgar’s head would already have been lying in the dust at Grartok’s feet rather than still atop the broad shoulders of the hunt leader to whom it belonged. How long this mood would last was another thing.

Although Brorgar could see that luck was on his side for the moment, he knew that his position was a tenuous one. He prayed to Zar he would somehow make it through this interview with the foremost warrior of the Sagath tribe with his head and shoulders still connected to each other. Unconsciously he twisted his neck, rubbing it absently with one hand as he did so. He wondered if the First Warrior was toying with him, like a desert scratcher playing with its prey before it moves in for the kill.

“They fight like sligs, not like Algarians, First Warrior,” he explained to Grartok, forcing the words from his dry throat and trying to sound as composed as he could. “I’ve thrown everything I’ve got at them and they still haven’t cracked. It must be some élite garrison.”

“Elite garrison!” scoffed Grartok with a sudden roar that startled the hunt leader. “I don’t think so, Brorgar. Just a pack of dogs that aren’t ready to die yet more likely. You’ve had two days. Take the town by sunset tomorrow or I’ll replace you.”

Brorgar winced as he nodded silently, unable to induce his vocal cords to produce a reply. He knew exactly what ‘replace’ meant.

“Now,” continued Grartok, as if they had just been discussing the weather, “how about some of that corn liquor you said you liberated? You can help me celebrate, Brorgar. I’ve just learnt that I’ve sired the next leader of the slig nation.”

As Grartok wheeled his horse away from the ridge, Brorgar allowed himself a momentary glance skywards. Zar was known to be capricious but he sensed that the god must have smiled on him this day. He knew he would do well not to waste this chance to redeem himself. Gods didn’t bestow those kinds of favours more than once in a lifetime.

––––––––
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“GRARTOK IS A GREAT leader.”

Brorgar pulled his eyes away from the flickering flames and looked up at the retreating back of the slig leader as he made his way off into the darkness, in the direction of the horse corral. “Yes,” he grunted to the warrior seated beside him, his voice devoid of any emotion. “He’ll lead the Sagath to greatness before he’s done.”

Rudnak nodded thoughtfully in response, then turned to look at Brorgar as Grartok disappeared from view. If the look of awe on the young warrior’s face wasn’t a clear enough indication of the impression the slig leader had made on him, the words he spoke next confirmed his adoration of their leader. “It’s an honour to serve him.”

“Mmmm,” grunted Brorgar unconvincingly, turning his eyes back to the pitted metal in his gnarled hands and running the whetstone across the face of his blade once more. “It’s not one I’ll have for much longer if we don’t take that accursed town when the sun rises.”

“Aieee, but they fight like demons, don’t they?” The mention of battle brought a sense of excitement back to Rudnak’s voice. “I didn’t think I would ever say it. I thought they were all soft. But these ones, they are truly warriors, and they fight with courage and skill. They are fitting opponents for us. It would be an honour to die fighting the likes of them.”

Brorgar looked up at Rudnak through slitted eyes. Nothing seemed to diminish the youngster’s enthusiasm, not even the carnage they had both witnessed a few hours earlier. “That’s all very well, Rudnak,” he replied after a brief pause, “but I’d like to see the end of this war. I too want to die with honour, but not just yet, thank you.”

Brorgar knew that Rudnak was young. Time would change him. The hunt leader also knew that honour meant nothing when you were lying in the hot dust with your blood pooling around you and your life slowly ebbing away as the battle raged above you. That kind of death was all very well for campfire stories on winter nights, but Brorgar had found the older he got the more jealously he clung to life. Like all sligs, it was important to him that his prowess in battle be seen and acknowledged by all; but he also had a fine tent-woman and a strapping young son and he wanted to see them both again one day. A lot of warriors would die on both sides before that could happen.

At first, Rudnak offered no response to his comment. He sat there silently, gazing into the crackling fire, apparently uncertain as to how he should respond. Then, suddenly, he broke the silence.

“I too want this war to end. But my blade has tasted Algarian blood and it thirsts for more. It won’t let me return home until it has sated its needs. Isn’t that the true way for a slig warrior?” As Rudnak finished speaking he looked across at his hunt leader. The blank look on his face hid whatever concerns had been left unvoiced.

Brorgar was no fool, however. He knew what the unspoken words were. Why don’t you feel this way too, hunt leader? Rudnak was thinking.

Well, let Rudnak think what he wants, he thought as he continued to stroke his blade with the whetstone. He could sense the turmoil in his young companion’s mind and he knew that he would be wondering now if his hunt leader had gone soft, or if he had lost his nerve following the setback at the gates. Like most of the young warriors in Brorgar’s hunt, Rudnak had never seen battle before and his notions of war were naive and simplistic.

That was Brorgar’s problem. His hunt had never been blooded in battle prior to this assault on Kurandir. Apart from some minor raids and the unopposed sweep across the Algarian eastern frontier that had brought them here, Brorgar was the only one in the whole hunt who had any real experience of note. He knew that for many of his warriors their idealistic concepts of war would be shattered before the current campaign was over. Brorgar also knew that he would be lucky if he didn’t pay for their inexperience with his life.

“No matter,” said Brorgar, brushing aside his fears for the moment, “your blade’s need won’t go unquenched.” He would never guide his hunt to victory if they lost their faith in his ability to lead them. “We have them now,” he said, trying to sound positive. “With the gates open our next assault should finish them.”

His words belied what he really thought of their situation. They had battered their way into the town only hours earlier that day, in the final assault before night had fallen. With their deadly crossbows keeping all but the foolhardiest of the Algarians away from the parapets, a small group of warriors had borne the ram they had fashioned right up to the walls and commenced to batter away at the huge wooden gates. It had taken some time and they had lost a number of warriors, but eventually, the timbers had begun to crack and splinter and finally they had won their way through. With a huge roar, they had rushed in through the breach, hurling their war cries and brandishing their weapons with deadly intent, ready to slaughter their opponents to the last man, only to find the cursed Algarians had laid a trap and were there waiting for them.

The defenders had built a huge wall made up of wagons piled one on top of another around the open square the gates led into. They had perched archers atop the ring of wagons and on the surrounding rooftops and as soon as the square had filled with sligs they had rained arrows down on the ‘killing field’ they had created below. The hunt had lost a great many warriors in the confusion that followed, until eventually they had broken and fled.

It had been a sight that Brorgar was unaccustomed too, that of slig warriors routed in battle, unable to get at their foe and falling over one another in their desperation to escape from the deadly hail of arrows that was raining down on them from above. Thank Zar that Grartok didn’t hear of that.

Despite the debacle, Brorgar’s experience told him the wrecking of the gates should mean that the end was now in sight for the defenders of Kurandir. Their last tactic had taken the sligs by surprise, but Brorgar wouldn’t allow himself to underestimate either their wiliness or their courage again. The gates were irreparable and with the walls breached the next assault should be the final one. Brorgar knew that it had to be. His own life depended on it.
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Chapter 2
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The door to Tu-atha stood closed. Kell had a clear view of it from across the small clearing that surrounded the entryway. From there, he could easily make out the wooden beams and thin metal bands of the large door that gave entry to Golkar’s manse. He stared down at the construction intently, as if he might somehow see through it and into his colleague’s abode. His mount moved nervously beneath him. The surrounding forest was unnaturally quiet.

“Steady, Thyfur,” Kell crooned softly to the beast beneath him. “He’s there, I sense it now. Soon he will sense me as well. It’s time I removed the masking spell.”

In an instant, Kell was aware of his companion’s reply. Silently he cursed himself. It was hard to get used to telepathic communication when he hadn’t used it for so long. Thyfur’s message was curt and to the point. I long to be at the brute, mage. The deep rumble that emerged from the beast’s throat conveyed some sense of the mood that accompanied the thought.

The wizard resisted the urge to stroke the flanks of his mount. He had always found it hard to accept that the creature could feel anything through its metal plumage. Although, like any other winged beast, its feathers rippled and moved as it shifted its weight from one clawed talon to another, even after all this time, Kell’s mind still resisted the knowledge that the gryphon responded to tactile contact like any normal creature of flesh and blood.

For normal it certainly was not. None, not even Kell, knew the tale of where the creatures had come from, though few that had seen them doubted their genesis was elsewhere than in Ilythia. One look at the beasts was enough to confirm their alien origins.

The creature was huge, for a start. From his position astride its neck, Kell looked down on the door from at least double its height, if not more. Its wingspan was equally awesome. In flight, the gryphon would spread its immense wings like those of the great eagles its upper body so closely resembled. From tip to tip, when fully extended, they covered a distance of more than a score of paces. It was its appearance, however, more than its size, which made it such a daunting sight.

Its head and wings closely resembled those of an eagle, albeit a huge one at that. Its hooked beak, given its size, was an intimidating weapon in its own right and the steely eyes that glared out from beneath the tufted feathers of its brow gave it a look that was both cold and menacing. The feathers themselves were equally off-putting. Metallic in nature, yet strangely flexible nonetheless, they dully reflected the bright sunlight of the cool forest morning. Similar plumage adorned the rest of the creature’s upper body. Although its wings were folded at the moment, tucked back along the length of its massive body, razor-sharp talons could be seen, if one looked closely enough, nestling beneath the feathers of its forequarters.

In utter contrast, its lower body was akin to that of a lion or some such similar beast of the earth. Tawny fur covered its powerful, muscular hindquarters. Its talons gripped the forest floor tightly, carving deep wounds in the grassy surface upon which it stood. Thyfur, for that was its name, was clearly a formidable being.

Kell had tamed the beast long, long ago. Circumstances had led him to take a leading role in rearing it from the time it had been barely a chick; not an easy task and one he doubted any human had ever attempted before. He’d had no choice, really. Having been forced to slay its mother he couldn’t bring himself to leave her chick to die as well.

It had pained him to take the life of such a magnificent creature and he had only done so because his hand had been forced. Gryphons were rarely seen in either Tenamos or Liricor and seldom had any contact with the other sentient inhabitants of the land. They lived long lives, longer, Kell knew, than those of him or his colleagues. The passing of such a beast was, therefore, a singular event in the history of the land.

The beast in question, only the second he had ever encountered, had for some unknown reason turned its obdurate rage on the elves of the Great Forest, Elpelas, that hugged the southern coastline of Tenamos, and had been systematically destroying their woodland dwellings when their elders had called on Kell for assistance. He had responded as was his duty and had attempted to reason with the creature.

The gryphon was sentient and as such Kell had been able to establish a mind link with it, akin to normal speech but communicating directly, mind to mind, without the use of language as such, a little-used skill he and his fellow Guardians had been taught by Tanis. It had been to no avail, however. The gryphon had seemed determined to personally rid Ilythia of every elf it could find and it quickly turned its fury on him when he made some passive attempts to dissuade it from the ruinous course it had chosen. Whether its blind rage was caused by illness or by some real or imagined transgression by the elves was never established. In the end, he had no choice but to try to kill it. The battle that had ensued had been the toughest Kell had ever endured and he had barely escaped with his life.

The creature had been all but impervious to the effects of magic. In battle, it attacked with a swiftness unsurpassed by any other creature and with a battle-lust that fuelled its murderous intent but did nothing to blunt its amazing tactical acuity. Kell had been lucky in the end to stumble on the one spell that seemed to draw a response from the beast, a muted response but one that had slowed the gryphon just long enough to ensure its defeat.

It was after the battle, when Kell had sought out its lair, that he had found its one offspring. It was only a fledgling, even if it was already the size of a large lion, and in his guilt, he had taken pity on the poor thing. He had named it Thyfur, and had raised it and cared for it, even though the task kept him from returning to Cloudtopper for some time. He took the opportunity to strengthen his acquaintance with the elves, and it was at that time that he had first met and befriended their near neighbours, the quicklings, although his friendship with Nim came much later.

Thyfur had grown rapidly and, with no parent to guide it or tutor it, had quickly bonded with its foster parent, Kell. Over time it had become a fierce and loyal companion, a true friend, and Mishra knows, thought Kell, how few of those the Guardians had. ‘Mage’ it called him, though it knew his name well enough. The creature was almost as strong in intellect as it was in body. It was the first being other than his colleagues he had ever considered an equal.

Eventually, as is the way of things in nature, the beast had outgrown its need for the wizard and they had parted. Though the leave-taking had been a sorrowful one, Kell knew that he had neglected his responsibilities as a Guardian for too long and that Thyfur, like all creatures that move from adolescence to adulthood, needed to see what he could achieve on his own. The beast also longed to search for others of his own kind.

The bonds of closeness and friendship remained strong, however, and the mind link the Guardian and the gryphon had established enabled them to maintain contact, even over the longest of distances. Few though such contacts were over the centuries that had passed since then, each knew he could call on the other in direst need, though neither had needed to do so in all of the years since that time, until now.

What had drawn Thyfur’s mother to Tenamos remained a mystery to Kell. The gryphons’ normal haunts, he later learnt from Thyfur, lay far out on the very edges of the world, among the wild creatures that roamed far from the shores of the two largest land masses. Theirs were lands that Kell knew little of and the gryphon seemed reluctant to enlighten him further.

Rarely did Thyfur make the long passage across the seas to Tenamos and it had been more than half a century since the two friends had last renewed their acquaintance. Kell was grateful his friend had so readily agreed to his recent request for help.

The wizard knew he was exposing Thyfur to great risk by drawing him into the contest between the Guardians. He also knew, however, that should Golkar overcome the last of his colleagues and become the sole Guardian of Ilythia, the wizard’s madness would then be unfettered and all the creatures of this world, no matter where they resided, would be at risk. All this he had explained to Thyfur. The gryphon clearly understood what was at stake and had agreed to stand with him. Indeed, instinctively, it quickly formed an intense hatred for Golkar. It was the nature of gryphons to be like that, fiercely loyal in friendship, deadly and murderous to their foes.

An enemy of thine is an enemy of mine, mage, the beast had said to Kell. I would no more stand by while your life was in peril than would you should I be in danger.

And so Kell waited for Golkar. Neither of his fellow Guardians had ever known of the existence of Thyfur. Certainly, Kell knew that they would have known something at least of the gryphons. They may each even have had their own experiences with these and other creatures which Kell himself knew little or nothing about. But this friendship would come as a shock. Thyfur was an incomparable ally. Golkar had sought the aid of another; now he would see that Kell did not stand alone either. Let us see what will come of this, thought Kell. Let us see now how far Golkar’s strength has grown.

~~~
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THE THUD OF BOOTED feet on the staircase below them signalled to Dain and Bardor that the trap they had set for the sligs was ready to be sprung. They had heard the thick, guttural voices of the warriors as they had argued in the room below and now the heavy steps on the wooden planks of the staircase indicated that their search of the ground floor had been completed. As anticipated, they intended to search the upper rooms of the dwelling as well. It had taken no genius of foresight to predict this. Their pattern of clearing the town house by house was now well established.

As he pressed his body against the cool stone of the wall beside the stairwell, Dain wondered who was the hunter here and who was the quarry. He and Bardor might have laid the ambush but it remained to be seen if they could pull it off, and they were the ones with no other means of escape, not the sligs. If anything went other than as intended, he knew how quickly the tables would be turned and the hunter would become the prey.

At least they were evenly matched. From the voices they had heard, and now from the footsteps, it seemed that there were only two of the beasts in the house. Though the sligs were trained warriors, accustomed to battle, this form of street fighting was hardly their preferred mode of combat. The Algarians would also have the advantage of surprise.

The warriors were ascending the stairs slowly, their leisurely approach probably more the product of apathy than it was of caution. They didn’t appear to be taking the prospect of encountering anyone very seriously at all and were making little if any attempt to conceal their presence in the house. From the creak of the floorboards under their steps, the two Algarians could follow their progress up the staircase with some precision.

Dain held his breath as the thud on the steps indicated their opponents were approaching the arched entryway to the upper floor. Gripping his weapon tightly, he found that the warmth of the sword hilt against his skin did nothing to appease his nervousness. Looking across at Bardor, he could see his companion was in no better state than he was. The bow he held, though drawn and with an arrow nocked and ready to fire, shook in the cooper’s hands. Dain wasn’t concerned.

He had learnt to appreciate the nervousness that preceded a fight, knowing the adrenalin rush it produced would be sorely needed once battle was joined. He also knew that his friend would not let him down. They had been fighting side by side since the first day of the slig assault. Dain knew his man well. At this moment, there was no one he would rather have at his side.

Opening his mouth to draw in a lung-full of oxygen, Dain prepared to act. As the third last step creaked under the weight of the slig warrior, Dain swung into the open archway, plunging his sword with all his might towards the startled warrior that appeared in the entryway. As he swung, he sensed Bardor moving to guard his exposed shoulder.

Like the true warrior he was, the surprised slig somehow managed to bring his own blade up to parry the one that suddenly appeared in front of him, but to no avail. It all happened too quickly for him to achieve anything more than a glancing blow that turned Dain’s thrust slightly up and to the right, protecting the slig’s abdomen but only at the expense of other more vital organs. As Dain recognised the all too familiar sickening feeling of his blade plunging deep into flesh, he pushed down with every ounce of his strength, burying the sword even deeper still and toppling the slig backwards with the combined effect of his weight and the force of his thrust. With no chance to arrest his own forward motion, Dain found himself caught up in the tumble of bodies careering back down the staircase the sligs had just ascended. As he fell, he desperately tried to maintain control of his descent, glimpsing for one brief moment in the tumble of arms and legs the second slig who had obviously been unable to retain his own footing as his companion hurtled back on to him so unexpectedly. Within moments, the melee of bodies reached the bottom of the staircase.

As the bodies thudded into the floorboards at the foot of the staircase, Dain quickly rolled to his side, ignoring the stabbing pain in his knee and fumbling for the knife in his belt as he did so. He had let go of his sword as soon as the fall had commenced, knowing there was nothing to be gained in trying to hold on to it. It would do more good right where it was, buried deep within the chest of the leading warrior.

Scrambling to his feet and knowing his opponents would be frantically trying to do the same, Dain was relieved to see an arrow thud into the chest of the second of the sligs, just as he was about to regain his footing. As he teetered, still on his knees, a second arrow punched into his neck. With a sickening gurgle, the slig slumped back on to the floorboards, twisting awkwardly and scrabbling vainly to staunch the sudden flow of blood from the wound in his throat.

As planned, Bardor had followed the tumble of bodies down the staircase and had taken advantage of the confusion to inflict further damage on their opponents before they had a chance to recover. Incredibly, despite his injuries, the slig struggled to rise again, brandishing his axe in one hand as he did so. The arrow protruding from either side of his neck lent a macabre air to the scene that, for the briefest of moments, stunned the two Algarians. Realising that to hesitate was to die, Dain forced himself into motion again, flinging his body at the warrior with reckless indifference to their disparity in size and weight.

It was like running into a stone wall. Dain wondered who took the most damage from his lunge, him or the slig. He didn’t waste any time thinking about it, though. His aim was to get close enough to use his blade before the slig could get his axe up in position to swing it, and use it he did. While he grappled for the slig’s weapon arm with one hand, he used the other with murderous efficiency, plunging his knife time and time again into the beast’s scaly neck until finally it ceased to struggle and he felt the body slump lifelessly beneath him.
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