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Book 3

Prologue

 


Do not wake the
giants, dear,

Lest in rage
and rumbling thunder,

They rise in
spite with mystic might,

And tear the
world asunder.

In their deep
Dun Hollows, dear,

And mighty
mountains under,

Leave them to
their dreaming, dear,

And ne'er
disturb their slumber.

 


-Anon.

Folk-rhyme from
the Book of Erragenesis

 



 


1. Bardin

 


“Aye-aye,
Shari, look out! The vurken pirates have landed!”

“Shut it,
Scoby, he looks like a bloke could rip your head off and kak down
yer neck with a blink of his one eye. Take your jug and be off to
yer table afore yer mouth makes the rest of you bleed. Go on
now.”

Argovayne let
the door close behind him and strode across the creaking and
sawdust-strewn floorboards of The Crafty Beggar, and then stopped
in front of the drunk named Scoby; the fellow was a lank and lean
individual slightly the worst for wear and struggling not to spill
the thin, foamy ale in the large jug he’d delicately lifted from
the bar before turning, and then three paces later coming to an
abrupt halt.

An eye-patch
made from a piece of leather and tied in place by a thong was no
obstacle to Argovayne’s half-Sight, but it did hide his mother’s
eye from other people’s view, just as a grubby bandana hid the
white strands in his blond hair along with that certain elvishness
about his ears which Morag Emmadeen had recently found so
fascinating. A straggly beard which had grown since leaving Dun
Meven completed the scruffy appearance which the foolhardy drunk
had alluded to.

“Harr-haarrr,
Matey!” Scoby cried aloud, screwing up his face and squinting one
eye, “Shiver me vurken timbers an’ hoist the vurken bowsprit!” But
then foam and ale sloshed over the lip of the jug to splash on the
floor and onto Argovayne’s boots. “Oh… vurk me, sorry mate, dint
mean nothin’, off me skull is all… Shari! Shari! Get the fella a
pint on my tab, aye? No offence mate, dint mean nothin’ by it. No
offence. Have a drink on me mate, no offence?”

In the sudden
silence that followed, Argovayne’s cold steel-grey eye regarded
first the drunk, then the ale glistening on his boots, and then the
drunk once more. “Arr,” he declared, his voice and features
deadpan, “Ale I come for, not blood, so ‘tis lucky you be this day,
matey, sez I.”

And leaving the
fellow dumbfounded and grinning and not sure whether to laugh, cry
or to plead for mercy, Argovayne continued to the bar where a
pewter tankard had already been filled and was waiting for him.

“Don’t mind
‘im, Serre, Scoby don’t mean nothing, and don’t mean nothing with
his words neither.”

He nodded. The
tavern was quiet, though this was probably to be expected, it being
a dreary and damp Wednesday afternoon. Too late for lunch, and too
early for dinner. But there were still a few tables occupied, and
shadowy characters hunched over them, talking quietly, voices low,
eyes narrowed and shifty. Argovayne took a swig of his unexpected
ale, suddenly really rather glad he didn’t have to break out a
silver inchbar to pay for it in this place. They probably hadn’t
seen one of those in here in a very long time.

“’Spit and
Elve’s blood,” he cursed softly, and grimaced. “My vakin horse
makes better ale than this. I thought Bardin was in Juria, last
time I looked on a map.”

“You don’t like
the ale, you’re welcome to bugger off and try yer luck elsewhere in
town, ye rude half-blind vurken one-eye. Beggars might once have
found a welcome in this ‘ouse, but pirates never did, and
especially not them as offended free ale and she who served
it.”

Argovayne
shrugged. “I’d hoped I’d left Callodon’s horse-piss behind, is all.
Friend of mine told me I’d do well to bring myself here, good food
and ale, he said. And it was the dishwater I was offending, not the
maid with her hands in it.”

The woman
behind the bar studied the young man, noted the arrows, the sword,
what looked like the handle of a stout white mace or truncheon in a
sheath at his hip, and decided at once that it definitely wasn’t
worth the likely mess that would ensue should she call upon the
regulars to eject the one-eyed newcomer. Those regulars, Argovayne
had noted when he’d walked in, really wouldn’t have been up to the
task even if they’d been sober, and she knew it.

“Ale’s
clean-poured from the barrel not half an hour ago,” she protested,
and nodded down at the trough behind the bar, into which tankards
or jugs would be dipped for filling. “And my hands are a vurken
sight cleaner than yours.”

Argovayne
sniffed. “Didn’t say they weren’t.”

And with that,
he ambled away from the bar to take a seat in the corner of the
room, near a large and empty fireplace. From there, he could watch
all the goings-on in the room as well as behind the bar, and
hopefully draw as little attention as possible to himself there in
the gloom.

It was August
30th, three weeks to the day since he’d left Dun Meven
and journeyed alone northwest across the northern plains of
Callodon to the border with Juria, and then crossed that imaginary
line four days south of the town where now he sat sipping ale. Ale
that his Uncle Ognorm would’ve declared foul wizards’ piss
before demanding the ‘real’ stuff straight from the barrel, for
surely only horses drank from troughs. A day had been spent lurking
outside the town, sizing it up and gauging the risks, and then
after taking a room in a pleasant enough boarding-house with
stables for his horse, here he now waited, and observed.

The ale, though
poor, lent a little more weight to Argovayne’s suspicions
concerning The Crafty Beggar, and his belief that all was not as it
seemed in the Jurian town of Bardin. The palisade wall which
girdled the town was in good repair and constantly maintained,
though the dark brown stain of the wood-tar protecting the wall
from the elements certainly gave the place a sombre, brooding
outlook. Perhaps it was no surprise that the town had looked so
uninviting from the plains, in spite of the late summer sunshine;
Doosen was only about six days ride to the southwest, and Doosen
was an elvish garrison town now in spite of Juria’s official claims
to the contrary.

Thinking of the
dark brown of the town’s curtain wall reminded Argovayne that he
needed to seek out an apothecary; there surely must be one in a
town the size of Bardin. He needed to purchase a bottle of dye to
stain his hair the way his mother once had, and he needed to do so
sooner rather than later. The bandana he wore was a poor disguise
once mentioned by Kamryn Crownguard as handy for hiding the wizard
Stentenenn’s white hair, but pirates had immediately come up in
conversation even then.

While the
eye-patch was certainly practical, and not so uncommon in these
dark days that it would draw too much attention on its own, it
combined with the hastily improvised headgear, together with a
beard Kamryn would no doubt describe as ‘scraggly’, to produce the
highly undesirable effect that the drunken Scoby had immediately
latched on to. It drew attention, and Argovayne certainly wished to
avoid that now that he was inside Juria’s borders. Sneaking
he was good at, disguises and pretence, not so much.

Thinking of
Kamryn and Stentenenn immediately called to mind the loneliness
he’d felt during his first days travelling out of the hills of Dun
Meven and onto the plains. The gaping maw within was, for a time at
least, a physical ache to which the Shi’ell was entirely
unaccustomed. But then had come the sense of freedom, and the joy
of solitude, and the two had combined to quicken his pace, and at
once he’d availed himself of the new-found liberty of travelling at
a pace of his own choosing, a pace determined by terrain, natural
caution, and of course the welfare of his horse. He was, after all,
one part Raheen.

A burst of
laughter drew his attention to Scoby’s table, the man and his two
equally inebriated companions quaffing their ale and becoming
noisier with its passing. The barmaid, Shari, eyed them sternly;
her lips pursed in thought for a moment, and then after coming to a
decision she called out:

“Now then you
lot, settle down. That’s the last jug for your table, Scoby!”

“Ah come on,
Shari! Just havin’ a bit of a laugh is all!”

“You’ll be
laughing the other side o’ yer face should the town’s guard find
you staggering about the place this time o’ day. That’s yer last
jug, then you be on yer way, and there’s an end.”

The men
grumbled, but fell quiet, muttering oaths under their breaths and
protesting about a man’s right to be drunk in the daytime should he
so wish, and what might befall a town’s guardsman should any be
foolish enough to try to take a free man in for nothing more than
celebrating such a fine Wednesday.

Shari lifted a
hinged flap in the bar and stepped out into the public room, a damp
rag in hand, and set about wiping down the empty tables and
returning dirty tankards and plates to the bar to be washed.
Argovayne actually found himself wondering whether or not they’d be
dipped in the beer trough when a young girl stepped from behind a
curtain to collect the dirty pint-pots and dishes and carried them
away to the kitchen in what was clearly a well-rehearsed
routine.

“There’s cold
cuts and bread, no hot food now ‘til dusk,” Shari announced, wiping
down the table six feet from where Argovayne sat with his back to
the corner.

“I think I’ll
wait until later,” he replied.

“Suit yerself.
You waiting on someone or something, or you just an idle one-eyed
loafer like them three two-eyed loafers yonder?”

“Thought I
might meet a friend of mine. Probably a bit early for him though.
He’s no loafer at all and likely busy.”

“Then yer in
the wrong place. You’ll find nought but loafers here.”

Argovayne
shrugged, and raised his tankard, studying the woman’s pale blue
eyes over the rim as he announced: “Doesn’t matter. I’ll bump into
Janney sooner or later.”

“Not in ‘ere
you won’t if he’s a respectable working man, and not twixt lunch
and dinner of a mid-week afternoon, neither.”

Argovayne
shrugged again, and took another sip of ale as the barmaid walked
away to the next table, flicking out the damp cloth and scattering
pieces of spilled food and debris onto the floorboards. She was, he
knew, trying to appear entirely disinterested, nonchalantly going
about her work as if he didn’t exist at all. But he’d seen enough
in her eyes to know that she knew the name of the former
Callodonian King’s Courier, Janney.

“See you later,
Shari!” Scoby called out to a chorus of ‘ayes’ from his companions.
“If’n the vurken guards don’t hoick us off the streets in the
meantime!”

“Don’t get
yerselves into such a state, Scoby, and they’d pay you no mind like
the rest of us don’t!” she called back.

And with a
cackling and a couple of “Har-harrs” for Argovayne’s benefit, the
three men processed through the doors of the tavern, unsteady on
their feet and trying not to be. Argovayne watched their lights
wander off down the street outside before turning his attention
back to the room.

A group of
four, two men and two women, lingered at a table in the opposite
corner, dimly lit by pale sunshine struggling to penetrate the
thick coat of grime on both sides of the tavern’s windows. They’d
studied Argovayne when he’d first entered the bar, but paid him no
heed since it became apparent Scoby’s blood was to remain where it
swam alongside the ale in his veins.

And in a small
alcove set into the wall on the far side of the tavern opposite the
fireplace sat two men, enjoying the anonymity of the shadows, but
escaping not the half-Sight studying them from behind a leather
eye-patch. Their life-lights outshone the gloom of the alcove, and
far exceeded the dim shining of a glowstone lamp three-quarters
shuttered in a sconce above their heads. Argovayne didn’t doubt the
lamp had been closed up deliberately. The alcove would make for a
discreet meeting place, either for lovers or for conspirators.
Given the nature and appearance of The Crafty Beggar and such
customers as he’d seen so far, the Shi’ell rather doubted the place
served as a hotbed of romance here in Bardin.

But the mention
of a platter of cold cuts and bread had set his mouth to watering,
and not wishing to break out his silver inchbars in such an
insalubrious place as this, Argovayne decided he’d seen and heard
enough, and leaving his tankard half-empty, or half-full as
Stentenenn might have argued, he rose with a deliberate scrape of
his chair, and left the tavern without a word.

It was bright
outside, a fine afternoon, the dog days of summer fading into
memory now, breezes balmy and refreshing and temperatures slowly
waning, autumn’s heralds advancing. He paused for a moment,
allowing his father’s eye to adjust to the brightness after the
gloom within, and then began retracing his steps towards the
somewhat wealthier and much more respectable side of town. He
needed to find somewhere to break an inchbar or two into coins
without drawing much attention, and then to seek out an apothecary,
and then decent hot food. On second thoughts, he decided, the
apothecary could wait until after he’d eaten…

Smells and
sounds assailed him along the cobbled ways, narrow alleys and
broader avenues. Blacksmiths and coopers, iron and steel ringing,
wood and charcoal burning and hissing. The harsh sounds of metallic
industry soon gave way to softer noises, the rasp of saw-teeth on
wood, mallet on chisel, and the occasional clout of a hammer on a
nail. This at once summoned images of Morag Emmadeen to Argovayne’s
mind, images and scents and tastes, and he actually stopped in the
road outside a workshop to crush the memories which for a moment
threatened to rob him of all awareness of his surrounds.

His mind clear
once more, his whispered boyhood mantra fading, he set off again,
and left the town’s harder industries behind him when he stepped
out into the large cobbled square forming the heart of the
fortified Jurian border town. Keeping Morag and the nights they had
shared in Dun Meven far from his mind was difficult during the
hours he allowed himself for sleep, but he couldn’t afford the
luxury of such memories in the daytime, not now, not here in
Bardin.

The difference
between Juria and Callodon was well marked here. Here, in the town
square, a small market thrived, stalls selling all manner of fruits
and vegetables, breads and sausages and pies, poultry clucking and
squawking in cages stacked one atop the other. Fresh eggs, cheeses
and milk, fresh produce daily. No poverty here. No King’s Thieves
to steal away a town’s youth and send it into battle in the west.
Still, in spite of the apparent calm and prosperity of the town,
there remained an edge of nervous tension in the air, and for good
reasons. Two of those reasons were standing idle but watchful on
the walkway above the south gate set in the palisade, gazing out
towards distant Callodon; elves, armed with longbows held easy,
while a couple of guardsmen in Jurian uniforms patrolled back and
forth along that south-facing arc of the wall.

More reasons
lay outside that all-embracing wall. Bardin was far enough to the
northeast of Doosen to be considered on the very brink of danger
where creatures dark-made were concerned. True, there were other
villages and hamlets and farmsteads on the plains between Bardin
and Tamsin’s Castletown, but those were in the wilds where
foul-made beasts constantly roamed, seeking the white-haired of
wizardkind. Out there, it was all danger, should you stumble into a
Seekmaw or worse. Here in Bardin there might be safety, and in
Doosen too, for few were the reports in recent years of anything
dark troubling the region that lay to south, from the border clear
to Callodon’s capital.

But still, they
kept watch, and wisely did they do so. For a Grimmand to find its
way inside the palisade would be a catastrophe, and there was
always the risk of one of Pelliman Goth’s creations making it
through the southern end of the great forest, or sneaking up from
the south. It was probably why dogs were chained to posts at each
gate, to sniff newcomers and hopefully give an alarm should their
sensitive noses catch a whiff of something entirely unnatural.

Argovayne
ambled across the square towards the market, not intending to
purchase anything, but to join and blend into the small crowd of
Bardin’s townsfolk shopping there. His stomach grumbled, but he
curbed his instinct to draw his boot knife and fish a lump of frak
from his pocket; few were the folk south of the Teeth and Threlland
who consumed frak, and those that did were well-known, at least by
watchful guards, and were either dwarves or rangers in service to
Last Ridings.

As he stepped
into the shade of a stall selling carrots and turnips he glanced
back towards one of the many alleys leading off from the central
square like spokes from the hub of a wheel, back the way he’d come.
It was one of the women from The Crafty Beggar, and though he’d
felt someone following him after he’d passed the first smithy, it
wasn’t until he turned to flick a gaze in her direction now that he
he’d discovered which of the four people had left the tavern
shortly after he had. She was leaning casually against a wall at
the corner of a cobbler’s shop, making a play of looking into a
small pocket mirror, a rectangle of polished steel, and pushing her
long, chestnut hair this way and that. She was tall, and lean, and
though the gloom of the bar had seemed to accentuate her
life-light, here in the afternoon sunshine she still shone as
bright.

Argovayne
weaved his way through the throng, and took advantage of his
half-Sight to keep himself hidden from his new shadow’s view. It
wasn’t difficult to move through the stalls and beyond, through the
wagons and carts and their draft animals, and then to nip across
the opposite side of the square into an alley, thus losing the
unknown woman still seeking him, her light still visible as she
sought with futile hope to catch sight of him again.

A barking from
the southern gate drew everyone’s attention, and in the sudden
silence that followed before the cause was noted, Argovayne felt
the town’s dread bubbling briefly to the surface of its calm
façade. Then it was gone, breezes like a sigh of relief wafting the
fear away; a foolish child, perhaps on a bet or a dare with other
foolish children, had run up to one of the dogs and poked it with a
stick, before running off again to stand beyond the range of the
animal’s chain. But a shout from an elf on the palisade had the
child scurrying away into an alley scant moments later.

Satisfied that
he’d lost his own tail, Argovayne threaded his way through the back
alleys until he found what he was looking for: a moneylender.
There, under the watchful eyes of a couple of burly and well-armed
men, he exchanged two silver inchbars for a surprising amount of
coin, paying only a small and what he considered was probably a
fair commission to the portly and beady-eyed usurer, and thence
went in search of lunch at a pleasant eatery recommended by the
moneylender himself. Given the man’s size, such a recommendation
was not to be lightly ignored; this was the better part of town
after all, money lending and good dining both thriving on
respectability.

The place when
he found it was clean and tidily appointed, bright and airy, the
floor fresh-swept, and the furniture while plain and purely
utilitarian in appearance, was sturdy; shiny seats on the chairs
spoke of much and frequent use, all signs that ‘Mallix Kitchen’ was
popular. Popularity meant good food, and the board on the wall
outside and inside boasted hearty fare at prices which put The Five
Awls in Porthmennen to shame; you could buy two meals here in
Bardin for the price of one back there in the Callodon harbour
town, and a decent enough bottle of Jurian house wine thrown in for
good measure.

The place was
also empty, the hour being what it was, so Argovayne had his pick
of the tables. He chose another corner spot, and from there he
could see the room and out of the sparkling clean windows into the
street beyond, observing the passers-by while he waited for his
simple meal of beef and vegetables to be cooked in a kitchen that
was somewhat noisier than The Crafty Beggar’s had been, clearing up
after lunch and preparing for the evening rush no doubt.

He smiled a
little to himself, remembering the times Kamryn and Stentenenn had
played their really rather masochistic menu game, exchanging
teasing descriptions of their favourite meals while being stuck
with nothing but the frak in their packs. Argovayne had actually
looked for Kamryn’s beloved ‘stuffed pork tenderloin’ on the menu
here, but alas, it seemed it was likely a regional dish, common
enough in Arrun perhaps, but little-known elsewhere. His own tastes
were rather more simple, almost rustic. Food to him had always been
fuel, rather than a social event, and after all, social events had
been for others when he was growing up. His beef and vegetables,
when they were served by a cheerful lad, were really very good.

While he ate,
he glanced out of the window and pondered his next moves. First,
the apothecary, then back to the boarding-house. A bath, his hair
dyed, clean clothes, and a shave. His beard, scraggly though it
might be after only three weeks’ growth, seemed to be a curious
shade of pale ginger rather than blond, and he worried that if any
blond did grow through it would appear white in contrast to the
rest. There was also the very real risk of genuinely white hairs
sprouting on his chin too, and a bandana wouldn’t hide any of
those.

He could’ve
ridden straight up due north to Juria Castletown, and if he had, by
now he’d be at the D’ith Hallencloister and only another eighteen
days from there to Tamsin’s Hall. If he had, he couldn’t have cared
less about his appearance. But while a wolf might not possess the
slitty-eyed cunning of the fox in the old children’s book
Stentenenn had gifted him, he was no fool. In truth, Vardon, not
Tamsin’s Hall, would be his first objective.

Vardon, east of
the castletown. When his father Gawain had fired the Ramoth tower
in Vardon all those years ago, the light of its burning was visible
over the eastern horizon from the walls of Juria’s capital. Vardon
was where elves loyal to the Toorseneth had made their garrison, so
as not to alarm the people of Juria by pouring in through the gates
of Castletown itself. And within Vardon’s walls, it was said,
dwelled elfwizards, and had done ever since the burning of
Elvendere’s embassy outside Tamsin’s Hall back when Mad Queen
Hellin ruled there.

Besides, there
were questions to be answered here in Bardin first, and Argovayne
didn’t need children’s story-books to tell him that wolves hunted
in packs. Argovayne had learned many things since leaving Last
Ridings, and since Dun Meven. First among the lessons he’d learned
was that he had allies now. The Entikan had not intended him to be
entirely alone. The half-Sight of the Shi’ell had passed to Morag
Emmadeen, though how it had done so remained a mystery even to
Argovayne. That it had done so at all was chilling enough, and many
were the shudders which had wracked his spine in the dark hours
before dawn thinking on what else might have passed from him to the
sneaky and deadly Callodonian girl once of Port Yarris. Thinking on
that also called to mind the terrifying worry that the strange
lights he’d seen in Stentenenn’s and Kamryn’s eyes when they’d
parted at Dun Meven might not have been simple reflections in the
tears that had welled during their farewells…

They would all
have arrived in Last Ridings long before now, Kamryn and
Stentenenn, Morag Emmadeen, his father Gawain and Sardor Allazar.
And Telamian, elfwizard of the medyen-Viell, would have spoken the
words given to him by Thal-Hak of Elvendere and his queen
Thalin-Reeyan, words intended only for Elayeen, their daughter.
What those words were, and what other information the taciturn
elfwizard possessed which might aid the free lands, Argovayne did
not know.

But there were
questions to be answered here in Bardin before Argovayne headed
north to wreak Issilene’s vengeance upon Vardon, and one of those
answers caught his eye at the window before hurrying away, as if
her glance had been the simple, casual curiosity of a passer-by
wondering whether ‘Mallix Kitchen’ might be worth a visit later in
the evening. Argovayne dabbed his lips with a napkin to hide his
grim and rather triumphant smile. Respectability clearly wasn’t the
only thing which helped moneylenders and good dining thrive;
gossip, word of mouth, and a network of friends and acquaintances
to spread the word were important too, and after all, it wasn’t
every day a ‘pirate’ was seen wandering the streets of a landlocked
Jurian town.
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2. Strangers,
Pirates and Pigs

 


It was one of
the men from The Crafty Beggar that Argovayne noted loitering
outside the eatery when his meal was finished, and who took up
following him. Clearly, the woman was taking no chances, and
perhaps fearing that she had been spotted, had handed the job of
tailing the ‘pirate’ around town to a companion. And all this, he
knew, was simply because he’d mentioned the name of a retired
King’s Courier from Callodon. It was a good sign, as was the fact
that the people following him clearly didn’t know who he was, or
how great were his advantages over them; and among those advantages
were his powers of observation.

It was easy to
shake off the fellow stalking him, and then to double back to an
apothecary’s spotted earlier, there to purchase a bottle containing
a pungent dark liquid which the purveyor, believing Argovayne’s
assertion that the dye was for his ageing mother’s grey hairs,
assured him ‘would turn the lady’s shades of wisdom a rich autumnal
brown and keep it thus for ten days in spite of washing.’

The purchase
made, Argovayne ambled his way back to his boarding-house,
untroubled by his former pursuers and taking in the bustle all
around him. By the time he’d bathed, shaved, combed a measure of
the acrid fluid through his hair and let it dry in accordance with
the apothecary’s instructions, and then dressed in clean clothes,
it was early evening. His dirty clothes miraculously disappeared
from the basket outside his door to be washed, and with nothing
much to do before nightfall, he simply lay on his bed, and
rested.

The eye-patch
had been a good idea, he decided, and looked both functional as
well as somewhat intimidating when he’d stared at his reflection in
the mirror. The dye had indeed darkened his hair effectively, a
much darker shade of brown than Morag’s sun-bleached hair had been,
though not the rich autumnal shades of her eyes. He’d seen flecks
of green and gold in those eyes, eyes which had glistened in the
pale light of glowstones in the roof of Dun Meven’s down-below…

He shook off
the memory and folded his arms across his chest, gazing up at the
ceiling and the cracks in the paint and plaster there. Juria
enjoyed peace and prosperity while their neighbours to the south
had stood on the brink of disaster at the Ostern Line. Everyone had
believed that peace and unity in the aftermath of the Battle of
Far-gor would bring rich dividends; after all, the lands were
united once more in peace and honour, and keeping the faith of the
Kindred Army. But it hadn’t lasted long. Elves of Toorsen’s creed
had seen to that. It had been so easy for them, too; they’d just
reached out their hand and plucked the reins of power from Queen
Hellin’s hands and dropped them into her fifteen year-old husband’s
all-too-willing grasp.

Today, Hellin
was as mad as a box of frogs, and her sister Tamsin, who’d been but
eight years old when the boy-elf Insinnian had been named Steward
of Juria, now ruled, with her sister’s husband standing behind her
and guiding her every decision. The surprise had always been that
Hellin yet lived. It would’ve have been so much easier had she
died, and so simple to have arranged it. How hard was it to
encourage a dribbling loon to step out of a high window, or to take
a tumble down the stairs?

But no, the
Toorseneth was nothing if not cunning, and they’d known that
resentment ran high against them within the ranks of those once
loyal to King Willam and his ally, Gawain. Hellin’s death might
well have proven to be the spark to ignite foment and rebellion, a
swift uprising against an Elvendere already held in low regard for
deserting all kindred lands at Far-gor. It was only Jurian
centuries-old obsession with ancient protocols and traditions which
had prevented Insinnian taking a stroll from a high window or a
tumble down the stairs himself, and then, fortunately for the
Toorseneth, the second fall of Pellarn had turned everyone’s
attention south of the border with Callodon.

Juria had
welcomed elven support then; welcomed the influx of armed and
well-trained guardsmen to hold the southern border safe against
Pelliman Goth’s hordes and dark-made creatures. By the time people
realised that Callodon was holding the line in the southwest well
enough on its own, it was of course too late. The ‘friends from the
forest’ were ensconced, and over the years since then had become
deeply rooted in the nation’s consciousness. The threat from the
west was always there, after all, and was it not Elvendere as well
as Callodon keeping the darkness at bay in that direction? From the
farak gorin in the north clear to the Sea of Hope in the south, it
was Elvendere and Callodon holding a very long line. Jurians should
be grateful for elven support, they were told, and over time, a new
generation of Jurians grew up believing what they were told to
believe, as children do, everywhere.

In Bardin, it
was quiet, though of course much noisier than the plains had been,
and Argovayne decided an hour or two’s sleep might be advisable. He
closed his eyes, and then reached up to ensure that the eye-patch
was still in place, lest he need to answer a knock on the door and
forget to put the simple disguise back in place. Sleep, though, was
elusive. Over the past three weeks he’d snatched his rest in small
periods, and more often than not at night. Trying to force himself
to sleep was probably as futile as not thinking about something, as
that cretin of a talking mouse so often tried to do.

There were only
two tales left now to read in the storybook nestled in Argovayne’s
backpack, and he had been loath to read them, choosing to believe
that by keeping the book closed, Wonderwit the bold and adventurous
mouse might live out his days in peace, and live happily ever after
in quiet co-existence with his woodland and farmyard friends. It
was childish, he knew, but he also knew and understood the reasons
why the D’ith Sek wizard had gifted him the book, what now seemed
an age ago, there on the banks of the River Sudenstem. The wilds
could swallow a man, and make of him a wolf, were he not careful to
keep a firm grip on his sense of self and his identity. The book
had been intended to remind Argovayne of his lost childhood, and
perhaps to rekindle within him some childish sense of wonder at the
world, and thus keep the wolf at bay.

A wolf of
Issilene. That’s what he was supposed to be, not some
scraggly-bearded one-eyed and landlocked pirate. The mirror had
shown him earlier that the pirate had indeed been tossed overboard
with the bathwater, leaving behind a tall, brown-haired young man
with a tanned complexion and a couple of bleeding nicks where his
attempts at shaving had nearly succeeded in replicating Kamryn
Crownguard’s deft and bloodless wielding of the knife back in the
stone circle south of Dunbere. Alas, the rubbing-spirits he’d
slapped on his face had stung and burned, and had him dancing
barefoot around the bathroom cursing under his breath while tears
welled unbidden. His boot knife, he decided, wasn’t as well-honed
as the blade Kamryn had used that day.

Thinking on the
mirror suddenly called to mind the woman who’d followed him out
from The Crafty Beggar. She’d hardly seemed the girlish type, tall
and lean, long brown hair peppered with grey, wiry, fit and
possessing endurance rather than being thin and gaunt. The mirror,
he nodded to himself in acknowledgement, hadn’t been held so that
she could pretty her hair the way she had pretended at the edge of
the town square. No, that polished rectangle of steel had been held
angled so that she could try to observe him while he was
observing her.

Clever,
Argovayne thought, and recalled her brief appearance at the window
of the eatery. She would, he guessed, be about his father’s age.
The man too, who’d taken her place outside ‘Mallix Kitchen’ and
followed him briefly through the avenues and alleyways. Clever. Or
perhaps, he smiled as he finally drifted into a light sleep, crafty
was a better word for them…

 


It was gloomy
when he woke and sat up on the edge of the bed, rolling his head
and flexing his shoulders. Evenings were drawing in, the sun would
set at around four hours this side of midnight, and the sumptuous
smells of good food cooking were already filling the town. He eyed
his backpack and pondered the carrying of it here. It was essential
in the wilds, a vital aspect of Ranger Valin’s training, intended
to ensure that all rangers had with them at all times enough food
and water to see them through a crisis, with added essentials like
medical supplies, bowstrings, and perhaps spare clothing. A man, or
an elf, might easily be parted from his horse in the wilds, and the
pack would serve to aid survival. It would probably also look
entirely out of place here in Bardin, where no Kindred Ranger had
been seen since Insinnian took stewardship of Juria. It might also
lend thieves to believe it contained valuables the owner didn’t
dare part with and so attract more unwanted attention.

Argovayne
hefted the pack onto his bed, and opened it to examine the
contents. Satisfied, he closed it again, and reluctantly returned
it to the back of a somewhat rickety chair in the corner of his
room. It felt distinctly odd to be going out without it, and so he
paused, and then from one of his saddle-bags withdrew a
broad-bladed hunting knife in a leather sheath together with its
narrow belt. The weapon had been commandeered from the pile
collected by Morag Emmadeen, taken from the bodies of Mosh and his
gang of murderous brigands at a nameless logging camp on a nameless
road south of Callodon Castletown.

It was sharp
enough, and after a hasty wipe with an oily rag slipped in and out
of the sheath easily enough too. The sheath was military and
utilitarian, and even possessed a well-made retaining strap to hold
the weapon securely in place, though not so securely it couldn’t be
drawn in a hurry if needs be. After a few moments and some
adjustments, Argovayne had the knife strapped at his right hip, and
the Dymendin sceptre strapped behind his back, the exposed ‘handle’
of the mystic weapon jutting up over his right shoulder much in the
manner his father carried that famed longsword, though of course
the sceptre was much shorter.

He reached up
and grasped the wood, and drew the sceptre swiftly, swinging it
down as if upon the head of someone standing before him. He
practiced the move a few times, a move he’d practiced thousands of
times before in the down-below of Crown Peak in Last Ridings, until
he was satisfied. The Crafty Beggar would likely be crowded, and
besides, he had his shortsword and now the hunting knife too. The
sceptre would be a weapon of last resort here in Bardin, where
mystic weapons had likely not been used for years if not decades,
and wouldn’t be appreciated by any of the townsfolk if it were,
lest it attract dark-made wizard-hunters from the wilds without the
palisade. Worse, it might attract the attention of any staff-rank
elfwizard scarcely a week’s ride away in Doosen. And Doosen must
wait a good while longer for the Shi’ell’s arrival…

He left the
boarding-house and walked down the avenue of respectable dwellings
until those gave way to smaller shops and businesses, and then he
was in the town square once more. The bustling market had given way
to a few stalls selling cheap hot food to weary workers heading
home from their labours, and a solitary stall selling the last of
the day’s fresh bread, milk, and pats of butter to those same
workers who might not have the comfort of others at home to do the
shopping during the day. Taverns, inns, pubs and restaurants were
beginning to see a night’s trade trickling in through their doors,
though it being a Wednesday evening it wasn’t as busy as it could
be.

Argovayne was
still astonished by the marked contrast with Callodon. There were
even young musicians merrily playing together around a table
outside one of the busier taverns, something young people dare not
do in Callodon’s towns lest the King’s Thieves declare them idlers
and take them for the line, or at least so it had been back before
the wall was raised against Pellarn. But he had no time for
dawdling and listening to rustic dance music and its jaunty,
infectious rhythms. He needed to keep his mind clear, his eyes
sharp, and his senses keen. The avenue across the square which led
to the poorer quarter and ultimately The Crafty Beggar was gloomy
and took on a sinister air given his expectations of what awaited
him there.

Not as
sinister, though, as the three thuggish-looking men standing
drinking in a group outside the tavern, all of whom stared at
Argovayne as he approached and entered, falling silent as he did
so. Within, it was noisy, a dull throbbing of conversation with
occasional bursts of hearty laughter rising loud above the general
din. In stark contrast to the afternoon, the place was thriving,
men standing drinking at the bar, and all the tables fully occupied
save for one. The one empty table in the place was the corner table
near the fireplace, where Argovayne had sat earlier in the day. So
then, he thought, he was awaited…

He weaved his
way easily through the tables, feeling the gazes following his
every movement, and noting with his half-Sight that the same two
figures occupied the gloomy alcove as before. Perhaps they hadn’t
left the room all day, certainly there was no way of telling if
they had or not. The party of four, two of whom had tried to track
him earlier, were sitting closer to that empty corner table, well
within sight of it. Most of the customers in the room were armed,
and in stark contrast to earlier appearances, now seemed perfectly
capable of using the weapons they carried.

There were two
maids behind the bar, one of them Shari, and she caught his eye,
nudging the other and nodding towards the newcomer. At once the
younger girl fished a pad and a pencil from a broad pocket in the
front of her grubby tabard and moved to step out from behind the
bar while Argovayne took his place at that glaringly vacant
table.

“What can I
getcha, friend?” the girl asked, the professional smile not
reaching eyes that were hard and knowing.

“Ale, jug, two
empty tankards.”

“Two, Serre?
Expecting company is it?”

“Ale, jug, two
empty tankards,” Argovayne repeated, and fixed his one-eyed gaze
upon her.

“Aye then.
Anything to eat?”

“Two roast beef
sandwiches.”

“Kitchen’s
open, we’ve hot food…”

“Two hot roast
beef sandwiches.”

“Aye,
then.”

And with that,
the girl hurried back through the flap in the bar, had a hasty
conversation with Shari, and dipped a jug into the beer trough. In
no time at all the foaming, dripping jug and two empty tankards sat
before Argovayne, and the girl returned to disappear into the
kitchen. As for Argovayne himself, he stifled a thin-lipped smile,
knowing that his order had sown momentary confusion in the minds of
those watching him, for he’d noted the hasty exchange of glances,
slight shrugs, the almost indiscernible shake of heads in various
parts of the room. Who could he be expecting to join him at the
table?

The sandwiches
arrived, each on its own well-worn wooden plate. The bread was
thick, rough-sawn and lightly toasted, the slabs of beef within
still sizzling. Argovayne slid one towards himself, noted the
blunt-nosed knife which had accompanied the plate, and the
half-empty jar of mustard.

“Horse-radish,”
he grunted.

“Aye, right
then,” the girl huffed, and hurried back to fetch the condiment
from a collection of jars and bottles behind the bar.

Argovayne
nodded his thanks, spread a thick coat of the horse-radish relish
onto the beef, drew his boot knife, and neatly sliced the sandwich
in two. It was, he decided when he bit into it, not bad at all,
though the horse-radish lacked the sharp bite of the kind they
served back at The Orb’s Ending.

“Aye-aye cap’n!
Shiver me vurken timbers, it is you! Dint recognise you
without the beard and the head-rag, matey!”

It was Scoby,
and considerably more sober than he had been earlier. With him was
another man, stocky, much older, greying at the temples,
handy-looking and dressed in the kind of hard-wearing clothes that
spoke of work outdoors.

“It’s me!
Scoby! You did me the honour of not killing me earlier today! This
is me mate Shalko, mind if we join you?”

“Looks like
he’s expecting company, Scoby, let’s leave the man be, eh?”

But Argovayne
simply shrugged, and nodded at the empty chairs at the other side
of the table.

“We’ll bugger
off when the lucky lady arrives, eh, matey!” Scoby winked and
grinned, and the two men sat.

“Not expecting
a lady,” Argovayne declared, and lifted the jug to top up Scoby’s
tankard in spite of the man’s protests.

Then he filled
one of the two tankards, and slid it across the table to Shalko,
who frowned, but accepted the drink with a polite nod of his
head.

“Cheers matey,
dint get yer name?”

“Didn’t give
it.”

“Arr, that be
true, harr-harrr! Though without the bandana and the beard you
don’t look much like a pirate any more, more’s the pity. Added a
bit o’ character to the Beggar for a bit.”

“Without the
lurching and the staggering, you don’t look much like the town
drunk any more.”

“Heh, yeah,
well, what can I say, it was me mate’s birthday today. We had a few
too many before Shari booted us out. An’ speaking of the lovely
Shari, heard you was looking for a mate o’ yours, goes by the name
o’ Janney?”

“Aye. D’you
know him?”

“Aye, matey, as
it happens, I do.”

“Is he still to
be found in Bardin, or have I wasted my time coming here?”

“Well yeah,
he’s still in Bardin, though he don’t much hang about in places
like the Beggar, now. You know Janney, the man’s got a bit o’
breeding, bit o’ class, not like us filthy oicks wot kick up our
heels in ‘ere. You known ‘im long?”

“No, not long.
I hope you weren’t fooled by my beard, I’m really not that old. Not
as old as Janney, anyway.”

Scoby nearly
choked on his beer, and after a cough and a splutter, laughed
merrily. “Nice one, matey, nice one. Nah, didn’t take you as old as
Janney. Yer hair’d need to be grey as Shalko’s afore I thought
that.”

“You two like
beef?” Argovayne suddenly asked, biting into his sandwich, throwing
them entirely off-balance with the question.

“Eh?”

“Help
yourselves,” he nodded at the other sandwich, and slid it towards
them.

Their eyes
narrowed, and they exchanged surprised glances. Then, while
Argovayne chewed and regarded them with that steely grey eye, Scoby
suddenly beamed.

“Aye, don’t
mind if do! Jolly vurken decent, matey, jolly vurken decent!”

“There’s
mustard. And horse-radish.”

“Ta muchly.
Shalko?”

The older man
shrugged, and stared hard at Argovayne, who continued calmly eating
his sandwich while Scoby lifted the top hunk of bread to scrape a
thin coating of mustard on the beef beneath.

“You’ll need a
sharper knife than that one to cut it in half,” Argovayne
declared.

“Aye, well,
dunno if I got one on me,” Scoby lied.

The truth was,
of course, the knife was carried in the small of his back, and the
shortsword Shalko carried was hanging at his hip. Seated as they
all were at the table, the only weapon which could now be quickly
and comfortably drawn was the sceptre jutting above Argovayne’s
shoulder, and suddenly, it seemed, the two men now knew it.

“Well, here,
use mine,” Argovayne smiled what he hoped was a disarming smile,
though it wasn’t something he’d done very often in his life and the
attempt was clearly far more sinister than he’d intended, judging
by the widening of his new companions’ eyes.

He reached down
slowly to draw his boot knife, and offered it across the table,
point downwards, to Scoby.

“Ta muchly
again I’m sure.”

Argovayne
picked up the second half of his own sandwich, using his left hand,
and took a bite. Scoby seemed distinctly nervous cutting the other
one in two, though he clearly handled the knife with practiced
ease, the man far removed now from the stumbling drunk earlier in
the day. But when he handed the knife back, point down, his hand
was rock steady. Argovayne, still chewing, said nothing, and simply
returned the blade to his boot.

“You know,”
Shalko frowned, “If Janney’s the man I’m thinking of, he’s lived in
Bardin for donkey’s years. Can’t say I recall ever seeing a pirate
wandering the town square though, nor anyone that looks like
one.”

“Ah be fair,
Shalko, matey might still ’ave ‘ad both his peep-‘oles when they
first met. No offence, matey. And Murna must’ve taken a shine to
you, this beef sarnie’s none o’ the shank strangers usually
get.”

“Murna?”

“The barmaid.
Shari’s younger sister.”

“Ah.”

“Are you not
drinking with us, friend?” Shalko asked, nodding at the empty
tankard by the jug.

“Are you not
eating with us, friend?” Argovayne replied, nodding at the
untouched half of sandwich sitting on the plate, the other in
Scoby’s grubby hands.

“Nah well,”
Scoby declared, leaning back a little in his chair and with his
free hand, scratching his head in what was clearly an exaggerated
manner, and doubtless a pre-arranged signal. “Thing is, matey, it’s
a bit tough, like, fer us to believe yer a mate o’ Janney’s.”

Argovayne
nodded, finishing his sandwich and folding his arms lightly on the
table, leaning forward a little, the sceptre a clear and jutting
presence. With his mother’s eye he saw lights outside, the three
brawny men, moving to block the door from the outside, and more
lights moving to block it from the inside. The drinkers at the bar
put down their tankards, contents barely sipped all the time
Argovayne had been in the room, and turned to face the corner
table. Conversations began to die. Heads began to swivel.

“Cos, like, you
been sitting here with him all this time, an’ all, and dint know
it.”

“Of course I
knew it,” Argovayne sighed.

“Fer a pirate,
you’re a terrible liar, matey.”

“I’m not a
pirate, and it wasn’t such a big lie. Who else would I have been
expecting? The woman and the man yonder, who followed me about town
this afternoon? Your friend Shari the barmaid, who pretended not to
know the name when I mentioned it earlier today?”

“You’re a
clever young fellow,” Janney declared quietly, “But not too clever,
or you’d realise that your life’s hanging by a thread.”

“Aye, matey.
Generous with ale and sarnies you might well be, but The Crafty
Beggar don’t like strangers, pirates or otherwise, poking their
snouts where they ain’t wanted.”

Argovayne’s
eyebrow twitched. “Snouts? Did no-one teach you not to mix your
metaphors?”

“Strangers,
pirates, pigs, ain’t no difference from where I’m sitting.”

“Who are you,
boy, and why came you here? Answer quickly. The room’s full of good
honest folk who’ve no time for spies.”

“Good honest
Callodon folk, mostly.”

“Oy! Who you
callin’ Callodon?”

“You, Scoby,
for one. That could be Harks Hearth outside the doors and windows,
or Porthmennen, or Port Yarris, or Porthmorl, or any other Callodon
town, including Brendin’s own. Look around you and listen. ‘Vurken
this and vurken that’, the coarse language of Callodon, not Juria.
Callodon’s horse-piss ale in a Callodon horse-piss trough behind
the bar, and nowhere else in the world do you find those two
together. Oh yes, you might find such a trough in Mornland’s pubs
and taverns, though made of steel and filled with fresh scrumpy,
pear or apple, take your pick, but never filled with the weak
dishwash there in that jug, passed by wizards as safe for
Callodonians to consume. Anyone would think Brock had moved a
secret army into the south of Juria before he died. The only thing
missing in here is a black and gold flag on the wall and a rousing
chorus of The Good Green Grass of Old Callodon at closing-time,
though I half expect to hear that, later.”

Scoby and
Janney eased themselves back from the table, chairs scraping. The
tension in the room was almost audible, breaths held, lungs, ears
and muscles straining, all eyes fixed on the one-eyed stranger
whose voice seemed to carry with it a confidence far in excess of
any to be expected from a young man in such parlous
circumstances.

“Who are you?”
Janney demanded again.

“A friend of
Buckler.”

The older man
looked stunned, and blinked. “How do you know that name?”

“From the same
place I know yours. Written on a page in a book, deep below that
good green grass I mentioned.”
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3. True Crown
and Country

 


“Buckler’s
dead, has been for more than five years now. Took a bolt in the
back from one of Pelliman’s Raiders somewhere along the Ostern
Line,” Janney declared, folding his arms.

It was gloomy
there in the store-room behind the kitchens, the only light coming
from a miner’s lamp hanging from a hook in the low ceiling.
Argovayne had stooped a little on entering that room when they’d
invited him out the back to talk ‘in private’. Seeing no immediate
threat in their behaviour since he’d stunned Janney with the use of
Buckler’s name, and seeing no life-lights through his eye-patch
lurking in the darkness beyond the kitchens, he’d accepted their
invitation calmly and promptly.

“Oov Mukluh?”
Scoby mumbled through a mouthful of beef sandwich, hastily snatched
from Janney’s plate when they’d left the bar. He held it in his
left hand, a tankard in his right.

“No-one in
Bardin ever knew that name,” Janney announced, “Except, of course,
me.”

Argovayne sat
on a barrel, and folded his arms while two others stepped in and
closed the door behind them, the woman and the man who’d followed
him earlier in the day. It was small in the store-room, a
once-large space filled now almost entirely by the crates, boxes,
barrels and kegs a tavern needed for its daily business, and what
room was left in the middle was compressed, and now becoming rather
crowded with five of them in there. He eyed them all in turn, and
then cast a deliberate gaze at the stores before turning his
attention to Janney and announcing:

“Barrels.
Boxes. Crates. But no canisters, leather, wax sealed?”

“By the Teeth,
boy, you’d best declare yourself or you’ll not leave this room
alive!”

“Not before all
of you do. How do I know you’re Janney? You could be anyone. Even a
loyal Grey, in service to Tamsin and Insinnian.”

Scoby almost
choked on his ale, and then gaped.

“You’re either
stupid or extremely clever,” the woman declared. “And you’ve likely
never stood closer to death than you are now.”

“Says you, who
had to find me by asking others where I was, your own aged eyes
failing you there in the market square. And still, you’ll declare
yourself before I do, or perhaps, none of you shall leave
this room alive.”

“Oh you’ll have
our names, sonny,” the man declared, “It’s the least we can do
before we send you on your way. Dirs is my name.”

“Aye,” Scoby
declared, wiping his chin with his sleeve, though still keeping a
firm grip on sandwich and tankard both. “An’ it’s for Cherris
herself to decide whether or not she gives you her name,
matey.”

Argovayne
blinked. For a moment, Janney closed his eyes, and almost
groaned.

“Oh. Vurk…”
Scoby managed, and grimaced, understanding his own stupidity.

“Dirs,”
Argovayne declared, eyeing the man. He was in his forties, strong
but not large, hair cropped short and greying at the temples, and
sharing the same weather-tanned complexion as Janney and Cherris,
and indeed Argovayne himself. “Corporal of the Grey Riders, once
served under General Bek at Far-gor.”

Dirs gasped,
his eyes wide with shock, and took a half-step backwards. Hands
reached for hilts, but Argovayne continued.

“Cherris, also
a Rider of the Greys, long-ranger, carried messages from Bek to
Ferdan, and later still, carried word of Willam’s death to
Threlland.”

“By the
Teeth…”

“Both of you
were there, at the Hallencloister,” Argovayne continued, rising to
his feet. “When the Last Sardor broke the seals, and brought down
the east gate. And later still, when he read the Book of Sardor.
You were there when the truth of Toorsen’s madness was revealed,
and with honour, you took word and warning to Last Ridings.”

“Who are you?”
Cherris demanded, her hand still on the hilt of her shortsword,
eyes wide, and Dirs standing likewise.

“Is this indeed
Janney, once a lieutenant in service to Brock of Callodon?”

“He is.”

“And this
fool?”

“Oy!”

“Scoby,”
Cherris declared, “A fool perhaps, but a good man, and lately of
the Vardon Guard.”

Argovayne’s
eyebrows arched at that.

“Oy! I’m
standing right here, Cherris!”

“Shut up,
Scoby,” Janney said softly. “And you boy, who are you, and how
could you know all these things?”

He reached up
with his right hand, and slowly lifted the eye-patch, exposing his
mother’s eye.

“Oh by the
vurken Teeth we’re all done and dead now for sure,” Scoby
exclaimed, sandwich and ale forgotten, “It’s vurken Argovayne
Rockslayer! And he’s growed his other eye back!”

“You know me,
then?”

“Now we do, my
lord,” Janney sighed. “Birds have been flying hither and yon since
you left Last Ridings in the spring. More, since the mountain of
Raheen fell. Last we heard, King Brendin proclaimed you unwelcome
in his lands, and that was recently.”

“My lord,”
Cherris blinked, still astonished, “You cannot be here! In spite of
the loyalties of all those in this place, this is still Juria, and
that means death for any of Gawain’s people, and especially his
son!”

“He growed his
vurken eye back!” Scoby gasped again.

“Shut up,
Scoby,” Dirs ordered, “It was there all the time, you
imbecile.”

Scoby
blinked.

“My lord,”
Janney continued, “Why are you here? What possible reason can there
be for this insane risk?”

“I have
business in the north, and wanted first to confirm beliefs prompted
by my last visit to Dun Meven.”

“Beliefs, my
lord?”

“Aye.
Concerning barrels, boxes, crates, and canisters. Concerning King’s
Couriers, and a King’s Warrant. Brock was ever an ally, to Raheen
and to my father. When I first arrived here in Bardin my suspicions
were confirmed when I saw a fellow or two in the market carrying
aged swords. Swords made long ago. Before Far-gor, and before the
first fall of Pellarn. Ancient blades, and not those forged in
modern times. Museum pieces, of the kind carried by one or two in
the bar this afternoon, and by a few more out there now.”

“King Brock was
a good man,” Janney nodded, sadly. “Are we undone then, my lord? Is
your deduction and discovery common knowledge in Last Ridings now,
and thus likely to reach unfriendly ears?”

Argovayne shook
his head. “It wasn’t difficult to understand what Brock had done,
nor to see how it was done. But you need have no fear. Brock’s
successor has made no entry in that great tome with which you and I
are both familiar. I doubt he’s ever stayed in Dun Meven long
enough to bother venturing down into that particular library. He
knows nothing, at least nothing of which I’m aware, and nor does
anyone else in my father’s hall. Again, not that I’m aware of.”

Tension seemed
to drain from Janney and Dirs, though Cherris still looked greatly
alarmed, though for Argovayne, not because of him.

“And now that
your beliefs are confirmed, my lord, what now? Will you return to
Last Ridings?”

“No. I didn’t
come here simply to satisfy my curiosity, Janney. Or should I
continue to call you ‘Shalko’?”

“The name
‘Shalko’ was a ruse to prove to ourselves that you wouldn’t know
Janney from a bump on a log, my lord.”

“True, I
didn’t, even with one sitting beside you out there.”

“Oy! Oh, sorry,
matey… m’lurd.”

“Go back to the
bar and give the all-clear, Scoby,” Janney ordered quietly, “Most
of the lads are tired after a long day and will appreciate being
able to go home early.”

“Aye, Serre, I
shall.”

“Say nothing of
our new friend’s identity. If you’re asked, tell them he’s…”

“Tell them I’m
a friend up from east dockside, Port Yarris, and I answer to Matey
if I answer to anything at all.”

“Aye, well, so
I shall, matey.”

“And say
nothing about his eye,” Cherris added. “It’s a disguise, after
all.”

“A disguise!
Right! Not much of a good one without the bandana and the beard
though. Can you get the door for me?”

But Cherris
merely glowered, and Scoby stuffed the remains of the sandwich
between his teeth to free up a hand in order to open the door and
take his leave. When he’d gone, Janney dragged out a crate, and sat
down.

“Don’t misjudge
Scoby, my lord,” he sighed. “He really is a good man. He played the
fool so long in Vardon to avoid suspicion and to learn so much of
value to us, that we think somewhere along the way he forgot that
he wasn’t one.”

“He was a
spy?”

“No,” Cherris
declared emphatically. “He’s a brave and loyal subject of the true
crown, which is why he remained in the Vardon Guard long after many
left it in disgust at Insinnian’s stewardship and elvish occupation
of the town. It’s the crown he’s loyal to, not the idiot wearing
it. His pretence at stupidity let him go where elves wouldn’t
normally permit others to venture.”

Argovayne
frowned. “If he’s a loyal Jurian, why does he speak and behave like
a Callodonian? I pride myself on my ability to observe, and yet he
fooled me.”

“Ah,” Janney
shuffled his feet. “That would in part be my fault. As you’ve
noticed, over the years we’ve accumulated more than a few
Callodonian friends here in Bardin, and yes, they do tend to
gravitate to the Beggar. When Scoby first arrived, I told him to
try to blend in with everyone else, and alas, he took it rather
literally, even to the point of adopting some of the more colourful
turns of phrase my countrymen are fond of. We rather underestimated
the strength of hold that his self-made idiot personality has over
him. He invented it in Vardon, and has remained true to it for
years. He is a consummate actor.”

“And now he’s
here.”

Dirs nodded,
and folded his arms. “Easier for him to bring us his years of
knowledge than for us to risk sending someone into the Tau’s den to
learn it and fetch it out. He’s a good man, m’lord, a true crafty
beggar if ever there was one. We just hope there isn’t a sharp mind
trapped inside his head screaming to get out.”

“He’ll be
returning to the viper’s nest soon enough, but he’s safe enough
here for now,” Cherris asserted. “Most elves of the Tau are over in
Doosen, their numbers are few here compared to the force they have
there. But this still doesn’t explain your presence, my lord. In
happier times, a feast would await a visit from Gawain’s
first-born. These aren’t happy times, and you risk us all as well
yourself by being here.”

“Though my
disguise, poor as it was, seemed to keep you guessing.”

“True enough,”
Janney conceded. “But we were probably more relaxed not knowing who
you were than we are now, and we were far from relaxed even
then.”

Argovayne
nodded. “It was my belief that Brock had secretly sent weapons and
supplies to friends here in Juria, and given the tensions which
have long existed between the two lands, the only friends he might
wish to see well-provisioned from the stores of Dunbere would be
those of the Kindred Army who stood together at Far-gor. Those who
wore my father’s emblem, and those who remained loyal to it, and to
the memory of King Willam.”

“True enough,”
Janney agreed.

“And there were
many of those. Of course, all the stores once held in the depths of
Dunbere wouldn’t simply be piled in a dusty corner of Juria against
the day they might be needed. There would be an organisation, men
and women spread like a net throughout Juria, and throughout this
network of good honest folk the weapons would be passed, and
well-kept, and ready.”

Janney’s eyes
narrowed. “And so it might be.”

“Good honest
folk. They keep the true crown and country alive against the day
of its return, and in the meanwhile, do what they must to survive,
lest the truth perish with them. My father’s words, spoken long
ago.” Argovayne pulled the eye-patch down over his right eye, and
adjusted it until it was comfortable.

“You’ve a good
memory for a story then, my lord. It was a long time ago that
speech was made. Do you know it all?”

Argovayne shook
his head. “Vaguely. The story was told by the bard-chronicler in my
father’s hall. Perhaps given time I might remember it all.”

“The speech is
well-known in certain circles,” Cherris declared, but broke off at
a knock on the door.

They stared at
Argovayne for a moment, wondering at the apparent serendipity of
his replacing the eye-patch scant moments before the gentle tapping
on the door, and then it opened, and a man entered.

“Serre,”
Cherris said softly, and with obvious respect.

“Is all well?”
the stranger asked. “You’ve been a long time and our honoured guest
is concerned in spite of Scoby’s reassurances concerning the Pirate
of Port Yarris.”

“Serre,” Janney
interrupted. “We were just discussing with our new friend a certain
speech.”

“Indeed? Which
speech would that be?” the man, grey of hair but standing tall and
proud, moved forward into the light, closing the door behind him,
though Argovayne didn’t need glowstones to see the brightness
shining within him. It was, he knew, one of the two men who’d
occupied that gloomy alcove out in the bar for most of the day.

“True crown and
country, Serre. Our new friend knows a line or two, but the whole
has escaped his recall.”

“A good speech,
by the best of men. I’ll gladly reacquaint you with the words, if
you’ve a mind to hear them in such close quarters as these?”

Argovayne
nodded, once, though in truth he knew the story well enough.

“You must
forgive me if my voice should falter. I’m not as young as I was
when first I heard it, and it almost made my heart burst from my
chest with pride the day it was spoken.” He paused, and drew a
breath, and then with great solemnity, recited. “The true crown
and the true country is not to be found in the stewardship of
fresh-faced boys and foreign interlopers new arrived, nor in their
edicts, nor any threat of oppression or the harsh reality of it.
The true crown and the true country lies in the hearts of
honourable men and women who carry it safe there far beyond the
oppressor’s reach, and pass it with reverence from one generation
to the next. To that true crown and true country they remain
steadfast and true, bending but not breaking in the teeth of the
storm and waiting for the calm which must surely follow. They keep
the true crown and country alive against the day of its return, and
in the meanwhile, do what they must to survive, lest the truth
perish with them. While fools in power make enemies, conscience in
quiet dignity makes allies. Go home, men of Juria, and keep the
true crown, and the true country, safe against the day of their
rightful restoration.”

There was a
sudden silence in that cramped room, the weight of the words heavy
in the air, and the power of them thrilling.

“You heard them
spoken thus?” Argovayne asked softly.

“I did. By the
Commander of the Kindred Army himself.”

“Then, you are
Byrne, once Captain of the Greys.”

“I am.”

“I am
Argovayne, son of he who spoke the words, Gawain, King of
Raheen.”

Byrne’s jaw
dropped, and he gazed first at Argovayne, and then at his people.
“No! You cannot be here!”
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4. Disturbing
News

 


The upstairs
room to which all repaired by way of a rear staircase off from the
kitchens was well-appointed and comfortable, and entirely out of
character with the grubby spit and sawdust façade maintained in the
public bar downstairs. Argovayne sat at an old oak table, polished
but well-worn after many years of service. Cherris and Dirs stood
guard and watchful by door and window, and seated around the table
across from Argovayne the two men from the alcove, and Janney.

“My father
still speaks of you from time to time, Captain Ector,” Argovayne
announced quietly, addressing the elderly man with the sharp, dark
eyes, and neatly trimmed grey hair and beard.

“He is kind so
to do, I am sure, my lord. I remember well our meeting, and also
our parting. Few who were there are ever likely to forget it, and
many there were in the Guards’ Hall who stood to while Major
Jerryn’s name was struck from the wall. But you cannot be here, my
lord. You cannot be here.”

“So Captain
Byrne declared below. I knew the risks when I crossed the border
into Juria, and it’s my intention to journey even further north
than I’ve come thus far.”

But Ector shook
his head. The man was in his seventies now, yet still possessed
that remarkable bearing, that certain quality, possessed by ranking
military officers in all lands.

“You don’t
understand, my lord. I am here, and at great risk to my friends and
colleagues I might add…”

“Not to mention
to yourself, Serre,” Byrne added, but his aside was swept away with
a smile and a gesture.

“I am here to
bring word of Tamsin’s wrath at the loss of a certain treaty with
Callodon, and to warn my friends and colleagues of the consequences
which will doubtless ensue, the wheels of which are already in
motion.”

“Brendin
rescinded the treaty with Tamsin so soon?”

“You know of
it?”

“I was present
when Callodon’s crown made the decision. It was thought he would
wait until the end of the month before rescinding, to give him time
to restore his northern border force. If you’ve come here from
Juria Castletown, Captain Ector, then you must have travelled
quickly indeed!”

“No my lord,
six days ago I was in Doosen, when word reached certain ears there
concerning the reversal of the Tau’s fortunes in Callodon. A
reduction in rank and a lowly post in that elven stronghold were my
rewards for the part I played in events that night long ago, when
Raheen summoned the Last Sardor of the D’ith into Hellin’s chamber.
Others fared less well than I.”

Argovayne said
nothing, and sat perfectly still, arms lightly folded on the table
before him while Ector continued.

“However, my
position in Doosen allowed me to observe and to assess, and in time
when the dust settled I… we… began our work in earnest.
Riders Cherris and Dirs were happy to serve our cause, bearing news
and information between Doosen and Bardin, and in other directions
too. Bending, always, but not breaking. But it took time, and in
the early days of Insinnian’s rule, the Tau were watchful.”

“I had assumed
as much, from the dates at which the transfer of ancient arms from
Callodon’s museum to a certain King’s Courier began.”

“Ancient arms,
yes, but effective, and gratefully received. But this brief history
has little bearing on the subject of your being here. You cannot
be, my lord, and I shall explain why. I am retired now, and settled
in a farming hamlet which has sprung up to the north of Doosen
outside its palisade wall. I’m still well-known there and come and
go as I please, often with produce from the farm. Thus, I can keep
my eyes and my ears open. Thus I know the Tau are preparing to send
a large force of reinforcements here to Bardin.”

“It was this
topic which Captain Ector and I were discussing when first you
arrived, my lord,” Byrne declared. “We all of us of course thought
it altogether far too convenient that a stranger in comedic pirate
garb should arrive so swiftly on the heels of one of our most
respected generals. Especially when that same stranger spoke the
name ‘Janney’ and enquired after him.”

“Indeed,” Ector
nodded solemnly. “But now you know, my lord, why you cannot be
here. Those who tug the reins of Juria’s destiny there in Tamsin’s
hall are furious with Callodon for his rescinding of the treaty.
There is confusion, their spies have yet to report any reason for
the reversal, and Tamsin doubtless fears that events in the west
have prompted a new boldness on Brendin’s part, and that he means
to press north now that the Ostern Line is no more.”

“Nothing could
be further from the truth.”

“Perhaps,”
Ector conceded, “But be that as it may, the Tau are coming here,
and in numbers which are by no means trivial. Before, while
Pelliman Goth’s dark creatures threatened the southern forest and
Elvendere’s western tree line, Bardin’s garrison was withdrawn to
support Doosen and to reinforce the Sutengard around Calhaneth and
nearer the Jarn Gap. Little more than wall guards were left here, a
visible token of Insinnian’s influence, you’ve doubtless seen them
yourself, my lord.”

Argovayne
nodded.

“The new wall
raised against Pellarn has relieved the threat in the south, and
for a time the elves in Doosen were deeply concerned that Pelliman
Goth would concentrate his forces instead against Elvendere’s
western border. But then rumours began circulating in the garrison.
My lord, they say that Pellarn Castletown is become the scene of
some dark-made catastrophe. It suffers fire by day, and is stalked
by terror at night. It remains even now uninhabitable, for the most
part. So they say.”

Argovayne felt
his stomach lurch at this news, and he briefly closed his eyes,
though he still wore the eye-patch for the comfort of the others in
the room.

“Spies have
been unable to confirm that Pelliman Goth himself has been
destroyed, but there is word that all is confusion in what was once
the Old Kingdom. Pelliman’s forces, what was left of them, have
withdrawn far behind what was once the Ostern, that much is known
for certain. The Tau have ways, it seems, of ascertaining the
disposition of the enemy which we do not.”

“They have
Graken,” Argovayne sighed.

“Then we must
assume, my lord, that the rumours are accurate. It would be the
wisest course, so to do.”

Again,
Argovayne nodded.

“And, my lord,”
Byrne declared solemnly, “With the pressure on Elvendere’s western
border so relieved, they are once again at liberty to redeploy
their forces here in the east.”

“Indeed,” Ector
confirmed, “And thus they intend to reinforce Bardin. There was
even some talk of their advancing south, bypassing Dun Meven and
establishing what they call a ‘friendly presence’ in places such as
Harks Hearth, and even Mereton on Lake Arrunmere, but that most
certainly was just garrison chit-chat. The new Thal of
Elvendere is unlikely to tolerate such bold action.”

“The new
Thal?”

“Aye, my lord.
Thal-Gan. Forgive me, I thought you knew?”

“I had heard
the possibility was imminent, but I have been far from news for
some time.”

Ector nodded
gravely. “There are a great many hopes invested in Thal-Gan. His
name is known, and his deeds.”

“I met him,”
Byrne sighed, suddenly wistful. “Near their eastern tree line. He
rode out against Black Riders and Morlochmen, in support of Gawain
and his queen. He violated the laws of Elvendere and Juria to
engage a foul enemy on Jurian soil. I had the honour of escorting
him clear to the tree line, he carrying his fallen comrades back to
their forest home. There would be no world now for any of us had he
not done as he did; Gawain and his lady would have been lost. The
memory of his nobility serves always to remind me that the Tau are
our enemies, not elves.”

Ector nodded,
and leaned forward. “You must leave, my lord. You cannot be within
a hundred miles of this place when the reinforcements from Doosen
arrive. They will have with them at least one elfwizard, and
possibly more. Such are the numbers they will bring, they do not
fear for their whitebeards’ safety on the plains hereabouts.”

“I understand
your concerns for my safety and welfare, Captain. But I still need
confirmation of my beliefs concerning a network of good men. Does
it exist, in truth, and is the net cast far and wide? If so, how
might I communicate with your people, and might I expect their aid
should I require it?”

“It does exist,
my lord, and you’ll find at least one stout heart in all places
here in Juria, though most are well past the bloom of youth now.
What do you mean to do, my lord? What possible business do you have
in this our benighted land?”

Argovayne’s one
visible eye regarded them all coolly for a moment before he
answered. “I mean to go to Vardon, and anywhere else an elfbeard
fuelled by evil grey filth might lurk, there to wreak upon them the
righteous wrath of Issilene for all they themselves have inflicted
upon the good men and women of all lands.”

They were
stunned, but seemed to sit or stand a little taller than before. It
was Byrne who spoke first.

“Surely my lord
you cannot mean to do what Gawain and Last Ridings would never
consider, and impose your will upon the fate of Juria?”

“Juria’s fate
shall remain in Jurian hands, Captain. It is upon the Toorseneth’s
door I intend to knock, and no better way do I know of announcing
my presence at their threshold than with the sound of a
ToorsenViell screaming.”

“But there are
yet creatures in the wilds, my lord,” Cherris declared softly, her
eyes wide with concern. “If only half of what is said about you is
true, then surely the tint you purchased in a bottle from Jandal
Street cannot hide your white hair from them?”

“That much is
true, I grant you. But battle-wizards do not hide from their
enemies, and I shall welcome the opportunity of ridding this land
of whatever creatures might be foolish enough to pursue my scent to
their ending. It’s not the wilds which concern me, but Vardon. It
might take time and planning before I make my presence felt there,
and I might need a friendly place in which to bide that time and
make my plans.”

Ector nodded.
“I understand, my lord. And your father approves of this?”

“My father has
little choice in the matter, but yes, Captain he is aware of my
intentions, though whether he approves of them or not, I cannot in
truth declare.”

Ector nodded
again, and templed his fingers beneath his chin before commencing
to an absent-minded stroking of his beard, lost in thought.

“You should
take Scoby, my lord,” Byrne announced quietly. “He has matters to
attend to there, though he doesn’t know it yet. No one of us, from
here to Castletown, knows Vardon as he does.”

“Agreed,” Ector
asserted, before Argovayne could reply. “Indeed, I insist that you
do take him. Before your arrival here, arrangements were being made
for Dirs to ride to Dun Meven thus to alert our friends there
concerning the Tau’s plans, and for Cherris to take word to Mereton
and thence to Last Ridings. I will not have your father’s hall
distressed upon learning that we allowed you to ride into a
hornet’s nest alone, no matter what remarkable qualities it is said
you possess.”

“In truth, I
meant to pick his brains on the subject of Vardon. I can do that
along the way, and who knows, perhaps having a guide who has
friends within Vardon’s walls will assist my intentions greatly.
Can he at least sit saddle?”

“Well enough to
journey here swiftly and without incident, my lord,” Cherris
declared. “And his duties often had him carrying elven despatches
from Vardon to Castletown on a fast horse. My lord, let there be no
mistake, his pretence at stupidity might be a suit which fits him
rather too well, but beneath it he’s a well-trained and capable
guardsman and certainly no liability on the journey you have before
you.”

“We are all
really rather proud of him, my lord,” Byrne explained. “He was
fifteen when he joined the Vardon Guard, and had already spent
years developing his fool’s mask when he did so. His father was a
true man, loyal to the true crown, and lost his life because of
that faith. Scoby’s mother died soon after his father perished, and
he blames the Tau for both losses, and rightly so. He’s spent the
last seven years working deep within the enemy’s ranks, and he’s
sent us much information, as well as bringing us much disturbing
news.”


“Disturbing?”

“Aye, my lord.
He gained leave from his duties with a ruse, a claim of some
relative or other near to death or dying here, and he having only
the one relation left in this world, his lengthy absence was
granted. It was a ruse he could use only once, and he’d saved it
all this time. It seems Tamsin’s patience with her older sister is
wearing thin. Our queen is anxious for marriage and motherhood,
both of which are denied to her while Hellin yet lives.”

Ector agreed.
“Brendin’s rescinding of the treaty and the Tau’s anxiety to
reinforce our southern border with Callodon could well be the
excuse Tamsin needs to fulfil her ambitions while she is young
enough still to enjoy them. While it’s true that on a technicality
of protocol Mad Queen Hellin is rightly-named, those same protocols
allow Tamsin to occupy the throne by right of succession, Hellin
being unfit for rule and likely ever to remain thus until death.
But, also by our protocols, any royal progeny would tighten
Tamsin’s grip on the throne, and Insinnian’s too.”

“Those
protocols also work in our favour for now, though,” Byrne declared.
“Should Tamsin openly bear Insinnian’s child while Hellin yet
lives, then technically, she will have committed treason through
Insinnian’s adultery. The throne would then pass to her younger
sister, Pandalene.”

“Hence the
disturbing nature of the news Scoby brought with him from Vardon,”
Ector sighed. “Tamsin is twenty-six, and getting no younger. The
Tau have been working on resolutions to certain legalities
surrounding all the complications arising from Hellin’s continued
existence, and preparing for ‘eventualities’. Should Hellin die
soon, and should Tamsin wed Insinnian and bear his child, then I
fear the restoration of a true Juria will have taken a great many
steps into an uncertain future.”

“And,” Byrne
announced softly, “We’re not getting any younger either. Time
conspires against us. The longer we’re obliged to wait, the fewer
we become, and the greater the risk of our people’s resolve
weakening. Most of our young people today are far more concerned
with themselves than with tradition and the proper order of things.
Should Insinnian and the Toorseneth tighten their grip…”

There was a
slight pause, and then Ector leaned back in his chair.

“So you see, my
lord, you cannot be here. Nor, I think, can you risk becoming
embroiled, even by rumour, in affairs of Jurian state. We have
allies within the ranks of the nobility and in Tamsin’s Court, but
should there be any hint of Last Ridings, or any other outsider,
taking action against the crown? It would turn those allies against
us. What you propose to do in Vardon against the Tau is one thing;
stories of their treachery may be mumbled quietly in our land but
mumbled they certainly are nevertheless, and action against
elfwizards who destroyed the Hallencloister could be declared and
accepted as simple natural justice. Involving yourself in Jurian
affairs and taking direct action against Tamsin or Insinnian would
spell disaster for us all, and for our land.”

“The Toorseneth
is my target, Captain Ector. The Toorseneth, and its denizens, its
acolytes, and its servants. Juria’s fate I leave in your hands, and
my cutting off the ToorsenViell’s and thus releasing their grip on
the throne should make your own task of restoring true crown and
country a little easier.”

“How soon can
you leave, my lord?”

“Tomorrow
morning, if Scoby is ready.”

Byrne nodded.
“Excellent. I’ll have him leave through the east gate at dawn, and
meet up with you well clear of the walls. There’s a cairn by a kink
in the river slightly to the northeast, about two miles away. It’s
in a dip, and can’t be seen from the palisade walkway. That’s as
good a place as any for him to wait for you. Is there anything you
need for your journey, my lord?”

“No, though I’m
expecting my laundry to be delivered first thing. I’ll wait for
that before taking my leave. If nothing else, my recent travels in
the wilds have taught me the value of a change of clothing.
Besides, it’s a good reason and one that’ll put time between
Scoby’s departure and mine, should anyone notice such things.”

Ector stood,
the others following suit. “Everyone here save Janney met your
father at one time or another, my lord. We knew him then and know
him now as a remarkable man. But even he wouldn’t dare assail the
elfwizards in Vardon as you plan to do. Not without the White Staff
at his side, and even then, his lady Elayeen would doubtless
discourage the adventure. Have a care, my lord, lest through
misstep or misfortune you lose the opportunity to become as
remarkable, and as enduring, as he.”

“I am not my
father, Captain. I don’t draw to my light so many true and noble
friends as he did, and still does, and I’m not fated to endure, but
to put an end to Toorsen’s foul creed. Watch well the north, Ector.
My father once lit a blaze in Vardon which you yourself might have
seen glowing over the horizon at the time. I mean to light another,
and though it’s intended as a signal to the Toorsencreed, you might
take a little comfort from it, too.”
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5. A Matter of
Pride

 


It was late
when Argovayne let himself quietly into the boarding-house and made
his way as silently as possible to his room. He was of course wide
awake, his hours of sleep earlier in the day more than adequate for
the Shi’ell. He sat in a soft armchair near the window, cast a
Sighted gaze and saw nothing to concern him, and then let out a
quiet sigh. Ector’s revelations had been astonishing, and their
implications likewise.

So there
had been another Orb. The Toorseneth had kept its word to
Brendin. Gawain had suspected as much. In Dun Meven, Brendin of
Callodon had described his great plan, the signing of a treaty with
Tamsin in exchange for an Orb and Shadow, and the destruction of
Pellarn. Withdrawing his forces to his now-infamous ‘new line’ was
to have been the signal for the transportation of the appalling
Toorsencreed weapon to Pellarn, and ten days later, its activation.
And there were to be no repercussions or dire consequences from the
signing of the treaty, Brendin declared, because Callodon possessed
Ignisium, and would destroy the entire forest of Elvendere should
elves or Jurians attempt to snatch his lands while his northern
border stood unguarded.

But that first
Orb had been lost. The Graken carrying it had been brought down by
Ranger Tulian before it could be delivered to Brendin’s man,
Moradian. Agents of the Toorseneth had told Brendin that a new
plan, a more efficient plan, had been devised, and that the Orb
would be taken direct to Pellarn by Graken, and there unleashed.
Brendin, not knowing of the destruction of the Orb bound for
Moradian, had believed them, and it now appeared he was right to
have done so.

After the
confrontation with Brendin at Dun Meven, Gawain himself had said
that it would make little sense for the Toorsencreed to risk
Callodon falling to Pelliman Goth’s forces simply for the sake of a
treaty opening Callodon’s northern border and binding Brendin to
Tamsin. The Toorseneth wasn’t to know that a wall would be raised
against the common enemy in the Old Kingdom, before the foul
contents of a gold-infused Morgmetal casket could be unleashed upon
Pellarn. Besides, with the single exception of the Viell of
elfkind, the Toorseneth was no friend of wizards anywhere, no
matter what their affiliations might be, and the destruction of
Pelliman Goth would suit their purposes very well. Of course,
no-one yet knew if the Goth-lord had in fact been destroyed, but
the facts would emerge in time.

Now, however,
in light of the fact that Pellarn had suffered the same fate as the
D’ith Hallencloister, the question which would plague all in Last
Ridings when Cherris delivered the news would likely be ‘how many
more Orbs does the Toorseneth possess?’

Argovayne
lifted his eye-patch and gently rubbed his eyes. Politics had never
really interested him, but people did, and he’d spent a great deal
of time in his boyhood observing people, particularly in his
father’s hall when news of the world beyond Last Ridings was
discussed. Through such observations he learned how people might
react to given circumstances or to sudden change, and that, he
discovered instinctively, was what politics was all about; people,
their motives, their aspirations, and what they might do or find
acceptable to be done in their name in order to attain their goals
and ambitions.

Friends usually
needed nothing more than a smile and a word or two by way of a
promise, acquaintances might require the shake of a hand by way of
assurance, and merchants required letters and contracts. But the
more a person possesses, the more he has to defend, and the greater
the assurances needed to guard against any possible loss, and
that’s why treaties between neighbouring lands were complex, and
took much protracted negotiation.

Tamsin in fact
had nothing to lose from Brendin’s rescinding of their treaty,
which had been little more than the Toorseneth’s attempt at getting
its foot through Callodon’s door once Brock, Gawain’s staunch ally,
had named Brendin his successor and departed the stage. Why did
they wish to do so? So that elfwizards might openly and freely roam
there, to seek out any child born with white hair, such infants as
creatures in the wild might not detect until their powers waxed
full and set the mystic web a-trembling. So Sardor Allazar
believed.

In truth, Juria
had nothing to lose from the loss of the treaty. But for the past
eighteen years Tamsin had been groomed by Insinnian, and she was a
Jurian. Nowhere else in all the lands were protocols so rigidly
upheld than in Juria. So rigidly, in fact, it had cost Hellin her
heart, and her mind.

So then.
Argovayne knew that although Tamsin and Juria had nothing real and
tangible to lose by Brendin’s tearing up of the document so
recently signed, she would take it as a personal affront, a slap in
the face of Juria’s Crown, a gross breach of protocols, and thus
the wrath Ector had alluded to. For her, it was a matter of
pride.

For the
Toorseneth, it would merely be a minor setback. Their goal, their
obscene obsession with ‘balance between light and dark’, was the
creation of a grey world, the destruction of all wizardkind save
for themselves; freedom of movement within Callodon’s borders would
aid that goal and make its achievement so much easier than the
creation of foul-made creatures and loosing them in the wilds
there, or the purchasing of unreliable assassins to do the job.
There were few wizards now in Callodon and those who yet lived were
surrounded by watchful and able warriors. There were no wizards in
Juria, not that anyone knew of, anyway. Except, of course, for the
ToorsenViell.

Pelliman Goth’s
taking of Pellarn and subsequent attempts at invasion had been
something of a fly in the Toorseneth’s ointment, obliging Elvendere
to act in defence of its forest realm, and doubtless Thal-Hak and
the Thallanhall had demanded wizardly service on the western front.
In the recent past, the Toorsencreed’s quest for ‘balance’ had been
entirely directed at the destruction of the white-haired wizards of
the D’ith, for Morloch was beyond their reach on the far side of
the Teeth. Now, with Goth-lords risen in the west, they were able
to strike in that direction too.

Morloch’s
dreadful mistake, as Gawain had so often described it, was in
planting in Toorsen’s mind a Doomsday weapon, one which would
destroy all wizards, including Morloch’s own minions. The
destruction of Pellarn, and perhaps also Pelliman Goth, would
doubtless now free elfwizards loyal to the Toorseneth to act once
again in furtherance of their own goals, unless Thal-Gan could find
a way to break their centuries-old grip on the hearts and minds of
Elvendere’s people.

Argovayne
sighed. If, as Byrne had said, eighteen years of elvish influence
behind Juria’s throne had been enough to make it difficult to
persuade Jurian youth to the cause of liberation, then Thal-Gan’s
task would surely be next to impossible.

A sudden
shudder ran the length of Argovayne’s spine, although in truth it
was far from cold in his room. Past midnight, and the moon was full
and shining brightly in the southern sky. It was August
31st. The liberation of Elvendere was, according to
Minyorn myth, the reason for the Shi’ell’s very existence. The
liberation of Juria was a stepping-stone to that end. There was a
way to achieve both, and Ector himself had alluded to it in the
rooms above The Crafty Beggar. It didn’t bear thinking about.
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