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Meetings in Hazek

 

The twin bastions of the Gate of the Fourteen Swans loomed above them, fully fifteen paces high, while pennons bearing the devices of Luté, Mistress of the Four Moons, the Swan Queen, snapped in a brisk breeze four paces higher still. Firajinaudun Kadicath--Jina to her friends--sat on her horse, open-mouthed, heedless of the complaints of wagon-drivers, tradesmen and peddlers pulling carts, pilgrims heading for the Great Shrine, women carrying bundles on their heads, and the many others amongst the crowd that thronged about the main north gate of Hazek. Mutterings of "Get out of the way!", "Move over!", "Go block another road, you stupid bag!" fell upon deaf ears. Jina stared up in awe and delight.

The great towers that guarded the two gates, one for inbound traffic, another for outbound traffic, were faced with brightly coloured tiles that depicted the seven pairs of golden swans, sacred to Luté, Goddess of fertility and new life. Beyond the birds Jina could see the blue of the waters of Locarass, the Sacred Lake, and the brown trunks, orange flowers and green leaves of the Eternal Trees, all formed from countless cubes of coloured ceramic. Above the gates was a single golden swan on whose head was a silver tiara fashioned in the likeness of the four moons, the depiction of the Goddess herself in Her manifestation as Swan Queen. Without thinking, Jina had raised her hands before her in the posture of prayer.

"We have to keep moving, my dearest," said Edrunaraugiscal Jaranacad gently, grasping one of the outstretched hands. "The guards will fine us five Ring for disrupting traffic."

"But Edrun," whispered Jina, "this is astonishing. Amazing. Astounding. I do not know words strong enough to describe this! I have heard of the wonders of Hazek, but never did I imagine anything like this!"

"It is even more amazing inside, Jina," Edrun assured her. "But we must move on. The guards are coming." Warily he glanced across to his right, past Jina who was still sitting on her horse in the middle of the road. Four men under a burly Leading Spear, guardsmen in the grey and yellow livery of the Temple of Luté, were approaching with an air that was business-like but not aggressive. Not yet. Edrun took Jina's bridle just as the Leading Spear marched up.

The Temple soldier halted in front of the couple, nodding a greeting while quickly appraising the two young people who were clogging up his busy road. He had seen this sort of thing many times before. Often pilgrims from far away would stop dead in the road at this point, struck with awe at the sight of the north gate of Hazek as it gleamed in the sunlight. Frequently they dropped to their knees, overcome with wonder at the sight of the Goddess made manifest in physical form, which could be very awkward indeed. He could recall several cases where such people had been crushed to death by passing wagons. His shift would be ending very shortly and the last thing that he needed at that moment was trouble.

The man appeared to be a man-at-arms of some distinction, to judge from the look of him, while the woman might or might not be his wife, but she looked presentable and rode well. Their horses were healthy and well-cared-for, their harness of excellent quality without being ostentatious, which indicated both ample money and good taste. The young nobleman's - if he was indeed what he appeared to be - demeanour towards the woman was caring and deferential, which was also a good sign. The Leading Spear had met many young noblemen in his time and many had been exactly that; noble, as well as well-spoken, courageous, and considerate of those of lesser rank, just what the people of the Kalion Islands expected of their Lords.

Others, too many others, the Leading Spear recalled grimly, had been loud-mouthed, feckless boors to whom no-one would give the time of day had they not been born into a certain family. Which one would this one be like? he wondered to himself. The man was tall and lean, clean-shaven and short haired as were most Kalionali men. He had angular features, striking rather than handsome, and deep-set, intense eyes. His gear and weapons were expensive and meticulously maintained, but showed signs of long use. This was a fighting man, the Leading Spear summed him up, a soldier's soldier. Would he be the first sort of Lord? Or the second. Time to find out.

"Can we be of assistance, Sir?" asked the soldier carefully, standing easily but with his hand near the hilt of his shortstick.

"My apologies, Ferastun," said Edrun politely, addressing the man by his correct rank and title. "My wife is a little overwhelmed with the magnificence of Hazek, and who can blame her? The Gate of the Fourteen Swans is renowned throughout the Islands, and the glory of the Swan Queen dazzles all who see Her."

 The soldier's chest expanded slightly at these courteous words, for all the servants of Luté were intensely proud of this, Her greatest shrine. And the man had addressed him with the appropriate honorific, a most important matter of etiquette amongst the People of the Sea. This was obviously a man of quality.

"She is by no means the first, my Lord," said the soldier, taking a chance by addressing the young man by the title, but not to be outdone in courtesy. "However, your Lady Wife is nonetheless blocking the roadway, and traffic is heavy at this time of day." 

"Indeed, Ferastun," smiled Edrun. "We are on our way now. But while we have you here, could you please direct us to a shrine of Uzvath. There must be one here somewhere."

"Through the gate and along the Processional Way, then take the second street on the right. About a hundred paces along there is an inn called the Gift of Varin. The shrine you seek in down the lane beside that inn."

"Thank you, Ferastun. The Grace of Luté be with you."

"And with you, My Lord."

Edrun and Jina rode through the gate and along the wide Processional Way as directed. Jina's mouth was still open in amazement at the bustle and splendour of the City, at the great Temple of the Goddess that could be seen straight ahead across the Sacred Plaza where the Processional Way ended.

"If you are not careful," said Edrun, "a demon will fly into your mouth and take away your tongue."

"It would have no use for it at the moment," replied Jina. "Words do not come to describe what I am seeing. This must be the most beautiful City in all the world!"

"As would befit the most beautiful Goddess in all the heavens," smiled Edrun, "and a most fitting resting place for the most beautiful woman in all mortal lands; my Lady Wife."

Jina smiled and took his hand. "Surely not in all of mortal lands?"

"Perhaps there are fairer ones beyond the Great Sea, Queens of far and fabulous lands of which I know nothing. But surely the fairest in all Kalion and the Islands of the Sea. And stop fishing for compliments."

"But a woman needs compliments, and if a husband will not pay them to his wife, who will? Perhaps I should return to the gate. The Ferastun in charge seemed fair spoken. He would surely say nice things to me." Edrun leaned across to kiss her ear rather awkwardly, as kissing is not the easiest of things to do when both are on horseback.

"Tonight, Okilafirdais, my Wind-flower," he whispered, "I shall sing you compliments until all the moons are in the sky. But in the meantime, we have to find the Shrine of the Fire Goddess and there get news of our people." They turned off the wide Processional Way into a narrow side street.

Buildings three and four stories high lined the neatly cobbled way, the upper floors cantilevered above a raised footpath to form a canopy to give shelter from the sun and rain. Built of massive dark beam frames infilled with whitewashed daub, they presented a prosperous face to the many people who walked or strolled, dallied or dashed along the street. Shops lined the ground floor frontages, most of them, it seemed to Edrun and Jina, selling amulets and religious objects, catering to the massive pilgrim trade that was the commercial mainstay of Hazek. Many inns, mostly well-presented as this was in the better part of town, lay along the way and very shortly the travellers saw above them a swinging sign bearing a device composed of a large golden ring and the three symbols that spelt the name 'Varin'.

"This," said Edrun, "would appear to be the inn."

"And this," continued Jina, "would be the lane that the nice Ferastun told us about." As she spoke she steered her horse to a narrow way that turned off from the street a couple of paces past the inn sign. Dismounting at the entrance to the lane, they lead their beasts along it on foot for about fifty paces, where it widened out slightly into a small oval yard. In between a small ale-house and a cobbler's shop was a narrow door above which was a sign adorned with a red and gold flame, the symbol of the Fire Goddess. Edrun whistled to an adolescent boy standing nearby to attend the horses, while he and Jina walked through the open door of the shrine.

A long dim corridor led into a small circular space about five paces across. The plastered walls were painted with the sixteen trees that told everyone who entered there that it was a sacred place dedicated to the Gods, while the brazier and the red and gold cloth on the low altar in the centre spoke of Uzvath, the Fire Goddess. As they entered, a tall man in the robes of a Priest arose from the stool where he was sitting in front of a recess in the wall. He stood before them, hands held palms upwards in token of welcome.

"Greetings, friends," he said, his voice soft and warm. "The Queen of Heaven welcomes you to Her Home."

"Greetings, Flame," said Edrun, "and our most reverent respects to the Fire of Life. I must apologise, for we have not come to commune with the Lady, but to seek word of our servants. I am Edrun Jaranacad, and this is my Lady Wife Jina."

The Priest nodded. "I guessed that it might be you. Your people would have me tell you that they have taken rooms on your behalf at the Gift of Varin, the inn at the head of this lane. It is a house of good repute, and you should be most comfortable."

Edrun bowed. "My thanks, Flame. The grace of the Lady be with you." He turned to go but before he could the Priest forestalled him with a gesture.

"Was there anything else, my Lord?" 

Edrun hesitated for a moment, "There is. Yes. I have word for the Lady Arandis."

"Ah!"

"You know of her?"

"Oh, yes."

"I shall return tomorrow and speak with you, by your leave."

"You have my leave. Until then, my Lord, my Lady. Grace be with you."

Outside again, Edrun called to the young man holding the horses. He was a scruffy lad, much like a hundred others that Edrun had seen that day, aged about fifteen or sixteen. Under the grime lay pleasant features, dominated by sharp, quick eyes like those of a bird.

"Do you know where we can find the stables of the Gift of Varin?"

"Yes, Lord."

"Take us there."

They did not have far to go. The young man led them along the alley then through a passage that opened out onto the wide cobbled yard of the Inn. Just as their horses were being led away, there came the sound of footsteps clattering on wooden stairs and there were Lanis and Mardo, their bondservants, who bowed formally.

"My Lord. My Lady. Praise to the Lord Shegadin that he has guided you safely to us." Lanis' eyes shone at the sight of Edrun and almost it seemed that she was about to put her hand out to touch him, but she restrained herself. "Please, come this way. All is ready and prepared for you."

Their apartment was indeed comfortable, being set above the stables, with views across the stable-yard to the north, and out onto a sunny little courtyard to the south. Flowering vines wound about its balconies, beneath which comfortable-looking rustic benches were conveniently placed in shady alcoves. Lanis and Mardo showed them through the several rooms, including Edrun's and Jina's own chamber with its balcony overlooking the inner courtyard. Jina walked slowly through the rooms, her face alight with pleasure.

Edrun stopped, sniffing. "Did we have to be quite so near the stables?" he asked.

"The rooms inside the main building are smaller, and more expensive, my Lord," said Lanis. "We thought that you and my Lady would prefer more room, and a little more privacy."

"You thought exactly right, Lanis," smiled Jina. She kissed Edrun lightly on the cheek. "The smell of stables will only serve to make you feel more at home, my dearest. This is just perfect."

Edrun harrumphed. "I suppose so," he muttered.

"Lanis, you have done well! This place is a little palace indeed! Thank you!"

"I am glad that we have been able to please you, my Lady."

"It has everything! Bedrooms, a dining room, our own stabling below. Even our own Amelanaraic. Edrun, see?" She pulled aside a curtain to reveal a small recess, just large enough for one person, with a slit window, niches for candles and a shelf upon which one's personal amulets could be placed for private devotions. "I have always wanted one! It is something that we must have when we have our own home."

"We shall have one, my dearest. One each, if you wish. And one each for all our children. Indeed, I shall spend a few moments in there right now."

While Jina went with Lanis and Mardo to inspect the rest of their temporary home, Edrun collected a burning taper and stepped into the prayer alcove. Slowly he lit the two candles on either side of the shelf, then undid the kinkoreth, the little leather pouch that contained his own personal collection of charms and amulets, from about his neck. Carefully he placed them on the shelf in the meticulous order that was special to him and him alone. 

In the centre was the little golden figurine of Shegadin, the Hunter God, that he had found beside the Nogoldhere River. To its left he placed the bone tablet of Detanié, the Lady of the Bees, to the right the wooden figurine of Phorema, Lady of the Harvest. About them he laid his charms; a small grey stone from the place in the Nogoldhere river where Jina had fallen in, a bronze arrow head collected from the Ford at Garinesigas after his victory there, a chip of pine tree from the woods above Chernugo where he played as a boy, a bronze horse-shoe nail from his Father's workshops, a piece of shiny sea-shell that he had picked up many years ago on the streets of Threeriversmeet when visiting with his father. Last, and most precious of all, a lock of blue-black hair held together by a winding of fine gold wire, a keepsake stolen from Jina's head as she lay sleeping on the night that they had first made love.

Quietly he spoke to each of them, touching them, calling them by their secret names, drawing his life and history about himself like a warm blanket of memory. He spoke to Shegadin, his guide, to Detanié, his protectress, and to Phorema, the fount of his strength, thanking them for his life and for that of Jina, seeking to penetrate their purposes for him and to follow their path. His devotions done he slowly, reverently, returned his sacred items to their bag. He had just pulled the drawstring to when he felt the curtain twitch. Thinking to pull Jina in beside him, he carefully put his hand out to clutch a warm arm which he drew towards him.

"Lanis! I thought it was Jina."

"My Lord," whispered the bondswoman, holding herself hard against him, "grant me this moment. Know that I have spent much time in here, praying for your safety, and your return to us sound and well. Know that my heart is full once more now that you are here."

"Lanis, this is not proper."

"My heart knows nothing of what is proper, and what is not, Master. My heart knows only that you are here and that you are well, and it rejoices at your coming." Edrun could feel something warm and damp on his chest, and he realized that she was crying. "Whatever may happen, that cannot be taken from me. Whatever may happen, that rejoicing is mine and no other's." Then she twisted away so suddenly and so sharply that Edrun could not hold her. Without another word she was outside the curtain again and gone.
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The Oracle of Uzvath

 

So much had happened since their departure from Kalasula that morning. Edrun's resignation as Captain of the Troop, their sighting of the Gate of the Fourteen Swans at around mid-day, the wonders of Hazek, their eventual ensconcement in the palatial apartment at the Gift of Varin in the evening, all combined in an avalanche of overwhelming experiences. Although Jina was eager to explore the wonders of the Temple City, she had to admit that she was completely worn out by the events of one of the most momentous days of her life. Consequently she and Edrun decided to take their evening meal on the balcony of their room, overlooking the little courtyard, enjoying the scent of the flowering vines, far from the bustle and hum of the City that even after dark scarcely abated.

Lanis and Mardo served them as they sat, talking of the many things that had happened to them over the last few tumultuous days. Lanis was once more her old self, attentive, meticulous, self-effacing. She made no sign whatsoever of her outburst in the prayer alcove, saying only what was necessary, speaking only when spoken to.

Edrun, also, said little, and nothing of the brief encounter in the Amelanaraic. Whatever its meaning, it was not simple, and he had no stomach for complex things that evening. The events of the past few days had left his mind numb. He needed, more than anything else, a day or two of quiet reflection to set his mental house in order. More than a day or two, he reflected tiredly. A whole trine, sixteen days, might suffice.

He left most of the talking to Jina, who had enough to say for the four of them, although at the end of it there was little enough to her story. She had been reluctant to talk of her ordeal since their reunion in the waters of the Odargonidax, and Edrun had not pressed her. It would all come out when she was ready, he knew, and now, it seemed, she was ready. The quiet, gently scented surroundings behind a locked door, a comfortable chair, a saucer or two of wine, and the familiar service of their two retainers relaxed her sufficiently for the floodgates of her memories to open for him.

She recounted how she had been dragged from the drain in Sulahan, soaking wet and half-conscious. She remembered calling for Edrun as she was carried through murky, wet streets to some unknown place where she lapsed into and out of unconsciousness. Where she had been taken she had no idea, nor of what was happening to her, or where her husband might have been. The next two days had been a dark dream. Whether she had taken some fever from the foul waters of the drain, or whether her captors had drugged her to keep her quiescent she could not say. All she knew was that she could recall little. Darkness held her, lit only by occasional flashes of clarity that she would rather not have recalled.

Faces had come and gone. The sardonic features of Halgar Rassvorea had appeared before her several times as she lay, bound, on a cot somewhere. Etched into her mind also was the face of the woman called Shifa, she who had travelled as part of Halgar's retinue of ruffians. She had leaned over Jina and smiled, telling her that no harm would come to her for the moment as Halgar was planning something very special for her. She remembered waking once, lying on straw in what might have been a hayshed or stable. Raddan, once a man-at-arms in Baran's Troop with Edrun, now a thug in the pay of Halgar, was kneeling beside her, running his hands up and down her body. He had pulled her shift up around her waist and was untying the ropes that bound her ankles when she heard a voice from behind her.

"Not yet, Raddan. You will have your turn, never fear. Be patient." Then darkness had fallen again.

At last she had become aware of acute discomfort in her legs, and had woken to find herself tied upright onto the saddle of a horse, supported by a wooden frame behind her. She and others were riding across a bleak, water-logged land, she had not the slightest idea where. The day had brightened and they had paused to rest briefly twice, but little was said, and nothing to her. She had been given food and drink, and was closely guarded, but at no time did anyone so much as hint at where they might be going or why.

At last they had come to a ford across a great river beyond which she could see a high, steeply sided hill that glowed in the light of the dying day. She heard the name Odargonidax and knew then that they were on the banks of the river that flowed through Sulahan, and another name, Kalasula, which meant nothing to her, and still her captors did nothing to enlighten her. Halgar and a couple of the others had conferred, a decision had been made, and they had headed into the stream just as a caravan had begun to cross on the far side, heading towards them. Desperately Jina had tested her bonds, hoping perhaps to get help from the caravan, but she could hardly move, and a gag was over her mouth.

Then, out of nowhere, there was shouting and tumult and the sounds of horses in panic, and someone had appeared beside her, pulling at her bridle. Then her cowl had been thrown back and her bonds cut, and there was Edrun, calling to her to ride as she had never ridden before.

"And there you were," she said softly, her hand on his arm, "and there I was. And here we are. It is hard to believe that only a short Trine ago we were in Hamanorslin, talking about going to Sulahan tomorrow to buy horse harness and farrier's tools for our new business. I have lived a whole lifetime since then."

Edrun took her hand in his. "You have indeed, and the whole world has changed about us. And now we have to decide what we should do in the days ahead, where we should go and what paths we should take."

"Do we go back to Hamanorslin?" she asked as he pulled her across to him. With a sigh she climbed into his lap, nestling her head into his shoulder. "Or maybe we can return to Chernugo."

"These are things that we must consider carefully, my love. There is much to think about and I, for one, am not going to make any decisions until I have consulted an oracle."

"Perhaps we should talk to the Priest at the shrine of Uzvath," suggested Jina, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. "He sounded like a wise man."

"My thoughts exactly. We shall consult him in the morning after breakfast. But then we are going to spend a few days resting before we do anything or go anywhere. What would you like to do? Shall we visit the Great Temple of Luté, do you think? The Priestesses perform something called the Dance of the Swans, I have been told, which is said to be a rare wonder to see. Would you like that?"

But Jina was fast asleep in his arms.

Gently, as he would a child, he bore her up and carried her to their bed, where he laid her down and covered her with blankets. On tip toes he crept to the outer room where Lanis and Mardo were cleaning up after the evening meal.

"Lanis, my Lady and I shall retire now. We shall require nothing--hello! What's this?" 

'This' was the lad who had attended their horses outside the shrine, and who had then led them to the inn. He had been eating, jumping to his feet as soon as Edrun entered the room.

"He said that he might be of service, Master. He says he is good with horses."

"I am sure that he is," sighed Edrun. "What is your name, Boy?"

"Keiranandazaninsaelebindé, my Lord. Mostly, people call me Zan. I would serve you well, My Lord."

"I am sure you would, Third-bird-is-the-most-beautiful, but I do not need another servant at the moment. Go home."

"My Lord, I..."

"This is not a discussion, Zan. Go home. Lanis, we shall have breakfast in our room at first light before we return to the Shrine of Uzvath. Good night to you all." He closed the door behind him, snuggled in behind Jina and was instantly asleep.

Leaving the inn the next morning, Edrun and Jina soon found that navigating about the maze of lanes, alleys and passages of Hazek was not as simple as they had first thought. An easy stroll of perhaps two hundred paces became a morning's journey of confusion, due to the fact that they had taken a wrong turn as soon as they had left the passage leading from the stable-yard to the alley. Hot, annoyed and becoming more and more impatient, they at last found themselves in front of the Shrine of Uzvath, having passed the Gift of Varin twice in the course of their wanderings, not recognizing it.

Hand in hand they paused before the door of the Shrine, composing themselves, thinking to have a few moments to arrange their thoughts before entering, but no sooner had they stopped than the door opened. 

"Greetings, friends," said the Priest, almost as if he had been waiting for them. "The Lady of the Stars welcomes you to Her home."

"Greetings, Flame. We have come to consult the oracle, if that may be done." 

The man smiled and bowed. "It may be done. It shall be done. Please, come with me." So saying he ushered them into the Shrine. On silent feet he led them across the floor painted with the five stages of the Great Journey, to the other side of the Shrine where he placed his hand on a whitewashed wall between two painted trees. To the surprise of both Edrun and Jina it opened, a door most cunningly concealed that neither would have found with their eyes alone. Beyond was another small room, windowless and lit only by a series of tiny braziers that hung around the walls just above eye level. In the centre of the room was a small pedestal, waist high, upon which was a silver basin, four candles, a slim silver ewer, and a small wooden box from which there protruded what appeared to be the handle of a spoon. The Priest beckoned them in, and closed the door behind them.

Indicating to them to stand to one side of the table, he took up his position at the other side, facing them. With a quick movement he allowed his robe to fall to the ground.

"You have looked in the Mirror of the Clouds before, I think, my Lord Edrun." It was not a question.

Edrun nodded. "I have."

The Priest looked at Jina. "This rite is for my Lord Edrun, my Lady, and not, specifically, for you. There is a reason for this that I can explain later if you wish it. Tomorrow I can summon the oracle for you, should you so desire, but today it must be for your husband. Let it suffice for now that your path touches his closely, I divine, and shall do so for as long as the path of your days in this life shall run. What affects him affects you greatly, for your lives are one in more ways than you know."

"I understand," said Jina faintly.

The Priest smiled, knowing full well that she had not the slightest idea of what he was talking about, and turned to Edrun.

"I shall summon the oracle," he said softly, lighting the four candles. Quite how he did it, neither Edrun nor Jina could see, for he had no taper in his hand, yet they flared up brightly as his fingers passed over them. He chanted softly in a tongue that neither Edrun nor Jina could understand, apparently blessing the ewer, which he then took up to pour a thin stream of water slowly into the basin. The Priest ceased chanting, taking the silver spoon from the box, holding it, full of some dark substance, at eye level above the basin.

"The blessed waters of Haldin," he intoned, "warmed and illumined by the fires of Uzvath, above which the fecund earth of Phorema is ready to receive the quickening airs of Bariog. When I tip the spoon, blow into the falling dust very, very gently. Ready? Blow!" So saying he let the spoonful of dust trickle slowly down where Edrun's breath made it swirl gently about to settle at last upon the water in the basin. The Priest examined the surface of the basin carefully for some time.

"Now here is a strange set of patterns," murmured the Priest as if talking to himself. "Strange, strange. You were born when the third moon was ascendant, so the Rabbit is your beast - but you know that, of course. I see the Rabbit running through the Sign of the Tears of Phorema, which is dangerous, but a River Goddess watches the Rabbit and she smiles as it leaps and dashes. The Sign of the Spear of Arugan is there, but in the background, and He is never too far away; the Sign of the Hair of Luté obscures Him anyway. The Sign of the House of the Hunter is strong; the Rabbit sits within it, resting, drawing strength, but the dogs run hither and yon. What are they hunting? They run in three directions, which is most troublesome. The Tree of Renna, the sign of Friendship, towers above them, but it has three branches; strange, strange. The Lamp of Uzvath is present, but its light is dim, dim. The Sign of the Sea Pearl is strong, but it fades, then waxes again. Three times it wanes before it waxes." He lapsed into silence, muttering.

"I beg you, Flame," said Edrun, his voice quiet but tense, "read this for me." He could feel Jina's fingers digging into his arm, could hear her breathing fast and shallow, almost gasping.

"The Rabbit--that is you, My Lord, - is running. I think that he is looking to rest, but he cannot rest just yet. There is a journey yet to travel, but the Sea-Pearl will sustain you. She is your treasure, and she will keep you strong, but treasure must be guarded constantly. A treasure lost, a treasure held. You cannot have everything, alas. Remember that. I see friendship in a strange place, and what appears to be friendship but is not. The Lord Shegadin is your strength, and the River Goddess will bring you protection and healing. Heed Her. Warfare is ever present, or at least not too far away, but the Sign of the Hair of Luté suggests that love will conquer. And I see a cold star. Now, what is that? It is rising and the Lady of the River shouts with triumph. Heed Her. Three is important. Anything that is three will be a strength to you, although you may not think it so at first. A great river is crossed three times, twice in care, once in joy. But which comes when? The dogs of the Hunter run three ways, but the Rabbit brings them back together."

The eyes of the Priest were remote, looking upon distant things that were far beyond Edrun's vision. Taking Jina's trembling hands in his he stood a moment, waiting. When the Priest said nothing more, he ventured, "Say on, Flame. I beg you. Explain this to me."

The Priest smiled, his eyes alive once more to the present. "You have heard the words of the oracle, Lord Edrun," he said calmly as he stooped to retrieve his robe, which he proceeded to don once more. "They are yours to think upon and interpret in such way as your wisdom would suggest to you."

"Help me, Flame, I beg you."

"It is not my part to explain the words that the Lady puts into my mouth. No one knows their meaning better than you."

"But you speak in riddles!"

"Life is a riddle." The Priest's voice was sharper. "The Gods made it so."

"Then how am I to answer these riddles?"

"By looking inward, my friend. By thinking hard, and by communing with the Gods. Speak to them. They listen. They always hear. And they answer. It may take a little while to hear the reply, and longer still to unravel its meaning, but always there is a reply. The Gods are not niggards, My Lord. They listen when men do not."

They were back in the Shrine by this time. Edrun could feel the anger and frustration rising in him. What was the use of these riddles and sophistry? What did they mean? He faced the Priest, his expression grim, prepared to force some sort of answer from him. Almost he began to raise his hand, but Jina grasped it.

"Time to go, my love. We have heard all that we have to hear. The Lady of the Stars so wills it. Listen to Her. Praise Her name."

For a long moment Edrun stood, fist clenched. Then, slowly, he relaxed. "Thank you for your time, Flame, and for the words of the Lady. Grace be with you."

The Priest bowed. "And the Grace of the Lady be with you also, my Lord, my Lady. Be safe from evil."

Edrun dropped several Bangle into the offering bowl and turned to go.

"Three is good," said the Priest as they headed for the door. "The Lady of the River and the Lord of the Hunt watch over you. And three is useful, very useful."

Sitting outside the shrine as they emerged into the afternoon sun was the young man who had held their horses the day before. As they appeared, he bounced to his feet and approached them. Edrun looked hard at him. He had had a good scrub, his hair had been neatly trimmed, and his clothes, although worn, were clean and tidy.

"Tell me again: what did you say your name was?"

"Keiranandazaninsaelebindé, my Lord. But mostly people call me Zan."

Edrun grimaced. "Don't tell me! Let me guess! Only your mother actually calls you The-third-bird-is-the-most-beautiful, right? Well, three is written in the Mirror of the Clouds. Do you know how to get back to the Gift of Varin, Zan?"

"I do indeed, My Lord."

"Show us, then. Off you go!"
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A Question of Purpose

 

Under Zan's expert guidance they were back in the stable-yard of the inn within moments. As they approached the entrance to Edrun's apartment, the lad turned to look at them expectantly, like a dog waiting to be taken for a walk.

"How did you know where we were?" asked Edrun.

"I followed you," said Zan unabashedly. "I waited to see if you would come out of your lodgings early, and you did. I guessed at once that you might be heading for the Shrine, so I followed you to see how well you managed."

"Not too well, I think," said Jina with a crooked smile.

"You did take a rather roundabout route, my Lady," agreed Zan seriously. "I could have offered to guide you, but I was not sure whether you would welcome my presence, and it is not my place to press myself on my Lord's purposes."

"And you know the town well, I imagine," said Edrun.

"Every street, every lane, every brick, my lord. And every road and path for four days' travel hereabouts." 

"And you are good with horses," chuckled Edrun.

"He is The-third-bird-is-the-most-beautiful," said Jina, putting her hand on Edrun's arm. "The Priest said that three is important, and three now stands before us. This is an omen that we cannot ignore."

Edrun nodded, looking closely at the boy. "And you want to enter our service," he said.

The boy's eyes lit up like twin lamps. "Yes, My Lord."

Edrun held out his right hand. "Will you serve us faithfully, Zan?"

The lad knelt, taking the hand in his. "By the Stone of Bariog, I shall serve you and your Lady most faithfully, my Lord."

Edrun pulled him to his feet. 

"Welcome to our service, Zan KeiEdrun. Now, go and tell Lanis to prepare proxa, and stand by until we summon you again!"

The days passed easily and quickly for Edrun and Jina. Guided by Zan they explored every corner of Hazek, from the great gates to the vast temple complex itself. They watched Priestesses of Luté perform the fabled Dance of the Swans, which caused Edrun's eyes almost to pop out of his head, and Jina to tighten her grip on his hand. They attended sacrifices at the three altars in front of the Great Shrine, and admired the countless wonderful wall paintings and carvings in the public areas. Jina, with Lanis and Mardo in tow, spent much time in the many and varied markets, while Zan guided Edrun around some of the more interesting taverns that were tucked away in odd corners of the maze of lanes and back streets of the residential areas of the town.

It was a most pleasant interlude, but both Edrun and Jina knew that it was no more than that, a brief time of resting before decisions had to be made. It was Jina who finally broached the subject that both had been avoiding, while they were having lunch outside a small tavern just inside the Gate of the Fourteen Swans, a spot that they had come to frequent. Watching the continual flow of people crossing the square just inside the gate, coming and going, townspeople, pilgrims, tourists, men-at-arms, farmers, merchants, folk of all sorts, was an entertainment that both Edrun and Jina found endlessly fascinating. They ate their meal, talking of inconsequential things until at last Jina put her hand on Edrun's. 

"Edrun, we have to decide."

Edrun sighed. He did not need to ask her to elaborate. He knew perfectly well what she was talking about. "I know. But what should we do? Where should we go? We have plenty of money now, enough for us to live in comfort for a very long time, but not forever. Where do we go from here?"

She squeezed his hand. "It is not really a question of where we go, Edrun. I would follow you anywhere, live anywhere so long as you are there. You know that. The real question is; what do we do? More specifically; what will you do? You are not used to idleness, Edrun. You have always been a hard worker, busy and active, working long days. But now you have nothing to do except sit around and drink."

Edrun squirmed uncomfortably. "I shall find work. When I am ready."

"It is more than just work, Edrun," persisted Jina. "You need a purpose, or you will lose yourself. Already you drink more in a day that you ever did in a week in the old days at home. I worry that you will end up a fat and drunken blob like my Grandpa Ortak, beating his wife, terrorising his children, making life a misery for everyone around him."

Edrun clasped her hands in his, looking squarely into her eyes. "Okilafirdais! Beloved mine! Should I ever raise my hand to you may Bariog strike me with his thunderbolt." He raised his right hand, palm upwards, to the skies. "Hear me, O Lord of Storms, and swift may be my punishment should ever I attempt harm to my beloved. So let it be!" He let fall a few drops of beer upon the ground in libation.

Jina kissed him lightly. "So, I imagine, said Grandpa Ortak to Grandma. He was not a cruel man, Edrun, and he loved Grandma. He suffered agonies of remorse every time he struck her. And he still got drunk and beat her. So, to forestall the Lord Bariog making a widow of me, what are we to do? What is to be our purpose?"

Edrun took her hand again. "Where would you have us go?" he asked.

"Chernugo," she said without hesitation. "It is our home, Edrun. Our families are there. Our ancestors for twenty generations were born there, and from there began their journey to the Sixth Stage. Our children deserve to grow up with their cousins and uncles and aunties and grandparents. Our parents have the right to know their grandchildren."

"I do not know, Jina." Edrun's voice was heavy, thoughtful. "In many respects I think that I have outgrown Chernugo. I have seen too much. Too much has happened to me. I am not the same man who left our village just over a year ago, looking to find some place in the wide world. If you had not fallen into the river and we had got married as we planned, all would have been different. I would have been blissfully happy being your husband, the father of our children, working in Father's shop, seeing our own grandchildren grow, and at last departing peacefully for the Sixth Stage of the Journey as the Gods might determine.

"But not now. I know so much more. I would become restless, and a discomfort to both of us. I would not have that."

"Hamanorslin, then. We had a good life there, Edrun. We had friends. We were part of the community, respected. We could do well there. Your business--our business--would prosper. And there is more. The Priestess at the shrine of Haman made it quite plain that she would welcome me as an Acolyte. I could become Awakened to Haman! Think of that! We would never have had such an opportunity in Chernugo."

Edrun shook his head. 

"Hamanorslin is just Chernugo by another name. I would still feel the same constraints, the same frustration, and I would not have the discipline of my family around me to stop me doing something stupid."

"What then?"

"There are too many unanswered questions, Jina. Too many loose ends. Baran may be dead, but Halgar Rassvorea is still around and quite possibly not too far away. He will not forgive and he most assuredly will not forget that I stole away his Ansauruan, his Gift that May be Returned to the Gods. You were not a person to him, Jina. You were a commodity to be bought and sold--at a very high price! Also Arik is still alive somewhere, and I want to know what has happened to him. The lads said that a Water Demon stole his wits when he was down that drain in Sulahan, and I believe it. They can reach down inside a man to his heart, which is where the intellect lives, and pull a man's wits out through his nose, I understand, but with proper sacrifice and prayer somewhat of them can be regained. He could still be a threat to us, and there is unfinished business to attend to."

Jina's eyes were growing bleaker with every word, her full, sensuous mouth growing thinner by the moment.

"What business? Edrun, what do you mean?"

Edrun exhaled slowly, thinking. "Baran and Arik were involved in some sort of double cross at the village of Garinesigas. You remember; I told you all about the battle at the ford across the river there. The Troop had accepted a commission from the Kalarndu, the noble family on whose land Garinesigas sits, to defend that important river crossing against incursion by their rivals the Kalalutorm family. But I subsequently discovered that Baran and Arik had accepted a bribe--I have no doubt a substantial one--to leave the ford undefended at the critical moment.

"I spoiled all that. They would have succeeded in their plan had I not taken matters into my own hands and returned unlooked for to hold the ford against a greatly superior force. That, I think, put several noses quite badly out of joint, although no-one said anything at the time. I believe that it messed up some larger plan. What that might be, and who might be behind it I do not know, but I suspect that this could be a pigeon that will fly home to me. And the key to this mystery may lay not too far away, at Amronulu."

"The stronghold of the Kalalutorm family," said Jina bitterly. "Is that where you want to go?"

"Only briefly, Jina," said Edrun reassuringly. "I have to speak to the Kalalutorm. I need to know what this is all about, or we will be looking over our shoulders for the rest of our lives. I need to clarify this one thing before we..."

"I can see where this is leading," said Jina softly, and there were tears in her voice if not yet in her eyes. "You want to be a warrior, a man-at-arms!"

"Jina, I only..."

But her voice, while quiet still, was becoming more intense. "Edrun, I want a husband. All I want from life is to have you at my side. Always. My husband. My friend. My lover. The father of my children. I want us to live together, to grow old together, and at last to have our bodies placed in the mound by the river so that we can travel together, hand in hand, along the path of the Sixth Stage. Together we shall dance among the stars until Renewal comes and we walk the paths of the world again. Together." The tears were in her eyes now, flowing down her cheeks. Edrun made to say something but she overrode him.

"I do not want a man, however glamorous, however glorious, who spends all his time far away. I do not want to sit at home for years on end, telling stories of their father's valour to children who would not recognise him if they saw him walk through the door. I do not want to sit at home, waiting, waiting, only to be told one day by a complete stranger that my man has been buried in a mound somewhere that I have never heard of, having fallen fighting for something I know nothing of and care less about!" Here voice was becoming louder, almost shrill. She lowered it immediately.

"Edrun," she whispered, "when you faced Baran in the river at Kalasula the other day I thought that I was going to go mad. You are strong, you are brave, you are a doughty fighter, but one instant's miscalculation and Baran's spear would have found your heart. I want to forget that. If you take up as a man-at-arms with the Kalalutorm, or anyone else, I shall never be free of that sight. Every day that you are away from me I shall relive that memory over and over and over." The tears were flowing freely now.

Edrun drew her to him, pulling her onto his lap, stroking her hair. "Jina, I have no desire to become a man-at-arms. But I--we--have to solve this one mystery. Then we can travel to Threeriversmeet and I will collect the monies that the worthy and astute Master Kadus of Morlurié has been caring for on my behalf. Perhaps he would accept me as a partner in a trading caravan. We could have a nice home in Threeriversmeet, and we could travel to Chernugo for the Festivals. What do you say?"

Whatever Jina might have said Edrun never did find out, as just at that moment an altercation erupted on the other side of the square. Quite what had happened was not obvious, but a group of half a dozen men were dragging another man across the cobbles, kicking him as they went. People stared, but no-one went to the victim's assistance. Nor would Edrun, save that there was something about the man, something about the voice which, although raised in screams, was instantly familiar. Putting Jina back on the bench, Edrun strode across to the struggling group.

"Stop this!" he roared, with all the command that he could muster. One of the men stepped forward, raising a shortstick above his head.

"Get out the way! Mind your own business!"

For reply Edrun reached across with the speed of a striking snake, grabbed the shortstick and rapped the man sharply across the nose. The man collapsed, screaming, hands to his injured face.

"Never threaten me," growled Edrun. "Now, what is going on?"

A man wearing an expensive jacket stepped forward, his face dark with anger, but before he could reply the man who was being so comprehensively beaten tore himself free from his tormentors and threw himself to his knees at Edrun's feet.

"Lord Sulandax!" he sobbed. "Aid me, I beg of you!"

The man in the expensive jacket took a step backwards, his face suddenly uncertain.

"This is Lord Sulandax," continued the man on the ground, "my liege Lord and Captain-at-Arms. You confront him at your peril."

"Shut up, Kelto," snapped Edrun. "Now, what is happening here?" 

The man in the expensive jacket bowed briefly, thinking rapidly. Never in his life had he heard of a family called the Beloved of the River Goddess, but there were many minor noble families of which he knew nothing. It was a significant-sounding name, and names were enormously important to the Kalionali. Most would be known by names such as Edrun Jaranacad, son of Jaran, or Kadus of Morlurié, or Kelto the Spearman. The right to an actual family name such as Kalalutorm or Kalarndu was a jealously guarded privilege of the aristocracy.

The young man before him certainly had all the dignity and bearing of a Lord of the Gathering, the hereditary aristocracy that had ruled in the Kalion Islands from time immemorial. The moneylender was no expert on tattoos, but he knew enough to read in the markings on the left side of Edrun's face the fact that he was somehow connected to the Kalalutorm, and from that on the right side that he had led fighting men to a major victory. His manner, his clothing, his tattoos, all spoke of a young Lordling demanding obedience, as was his absolute right. So deeply ingrained in the hearts of the Kalionali was the respect for their overlords that the man really did not think twice about it.

"My Lord, this man owes me money. Quite a lot of it. Now he says that he cannot pay me, so I am going to administer the water punishment in that trough over there. Then I am going to take him before a magistrate and demand that he be sworn to me as a bondservant until he has worked off his debt."

Edrun looked down at Kelto, his erstwhile comrade from Baran's Troop. Both knew that should Kelto be indentured as a bondservant, as the man in the expensive jacket was perfectly entitled to do under Kalionali law, there would be no escape for him. Matters were arranged so that the debt would never quite be worked off, and Kelto would be doomed to a life of menial labour.

"What is his debt?" 

"Two hundred ring," said the man.

Edrun stared at Kelto in astonishment. "Whatever happened? You had nearly ten times that in your purse only ten days ago!"

"I was robbed, my Lord," said Kelto, hanging his head.

Edrun grunted and fished in his purse. It was a lot of money, indeed, and for a moment he considered walking away, letting the man in the expensive jacket do whatever he wanted to Kelto. Then he looked around.

The manner in which Kelto had addressed him was quite specific, and all within earshot would have understood implicitly the meanings contained in his words and gestures. He had clearly identified himself as a vassal begging his liege for the protection to which he was absolutely entitled. The Lords of Kalion did not desert their retainers, at least, not in public, and were known for grand gestures. A considerable crowd of onlookers had gathered, watching with interest to see what Edrun would do. Already there had been murmurs at the sight of one unarmed man facing down half a dozen thugs armed with shortsticks and knives. It was a feat worthy of a Lord. There had been more murmurs at the amount of money involved. Edrun had little choice but to continue the charade. He held the money out to the man.

"Here. Your debt is paid. Release my man."

The man in the expensive jacket bowed as he took the money, his mouth twisted in an obsequious leer. "The debt is paid in full, Lord Sulandax. May the Grace of Haldin be with you and your family."

"Grace be with you," grunted Edrun, dragging Kelto to his feet. "You, come with me!" He slapped Kelto across the head.

"Yes, my Lord," mumbled Kelto.

Edrun slapped him again. "Over there. Lanis will see your injuries." 

"Yes, my Lord," whined Kelto. "Thank you, my Lord."

"Two hundred ring!" grunted Edrun, kicking the retreating backside.

The crowd murmured and nodded their approval. Several saluted Edrun as he passed, folding their hands across their breasts and bowing slightly in the age-old gesture of respect. Back at their table, Edrun shoved the battered man-at-arms down onto a bench so hard that Kelto winced at the further pain to his injured backside.

"What in Shunak were you burbling about, you half-witted toss-pot?" Edrun hissed into his ear. "Lord Sulandax? Are you mad? A commoner can be crucified for presenting himself as a Lord!"

"But they bought it, my Lord, did they not?" wheezed Kelto. "And you acted like a true Lord of the Gathering! Did you see how they bowed? You did the title of Lord proud, my Lord."

"And what is this about Captain-at-Arms? I am not your Captain. I have no men. I resigned, remember?"

Kelto grabbed his arm.

"You are a true Captain-at-Arms, my Lord. You have shown your worth. You have no men, you say, but you have me. Not much of a man, perhaps, but a beginning, the core of Edrun's Troop, the finest body of fighting men in the Islands!" 

Jina's hand flew to her mouth in horror, not so much at Kelto's words, but at the sudden flash of fire in Edrun's eyes.
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The Couch of the Golden Swan

 

For a brief moment, Edrun was back in the hills around the village of Garinesigas, sitting astride his horse, his face painted in the battle markings of the Kalarndu, while fifty mounted men-at-arms and a hundred Pikemen, all men under his command, marched to war before him. He was again at their head as they rode over the high plain towards the river, as they charged across the ford to the dismay of a far superior force of foemen. He had realised then, as the fire had surged though his blood, that this was where his destiny lay, that this was where the Gods had ordained that he should be.

But that had been a long time ago, and under very different conditions. He had been looking for a place in the world that had become a world without Jina, a world turned upside down at her loss. Then, against all hope, he had found her again, and the world had changed once more. Edrun smiled ruefully.

"That is not to be, Kelto. Edrun's Troop was ever only a dream lurking in the back of my mind. It died at Keninulu. But what of you? What are you doing here? I understood that the Troop had agreed to head back to Sulahan, or so I thought I heard someone say."

Kelto nodded lugubriously, beginning a long and convoluted tale of drunkenness and robbery at Sulahan, of arguments amongst the men, and dissention about what direction they should next take.

"We elected Pargo as Captain, as you recommended, but he was useless. A good Leading Spear, but that is as far as it goes. He could not hold the men together. No authority. In the end nobody would listen to him. I was rolled and robbed of everything one night, and so I stole a skiff and floated back to Kalasula, then headed into Hazek to find you, because I rather suspected you might stay here for a bit rather than head straight for Kalion Ulu like you said. I had to borrow some money just to live, knowing that you would look after me, but I could not find you. You saw what happened."

Edrun slowly shook his head in exasperation as the sorry tale unfolded. "Enough of this now. Let us get back to our lodgings and clean you up. Come on. It is not far."

Kelto nodded. "Good idea. We should not stay in the open for too long." 

Edrun stared at him. "Why ever not?"

"You might get seen. That little altercation with the moneylender is liable to send ripples about the place as well. Things like that get noticed and talked about, especially when they concern cockroaches like Gaznak."

"Gaznak?"

"The moneylender."

"And so what if we are seen? What are you talking about?"

"Halgar is almost certainly in Hazek, my Lord. He is most likely not looking for you particularly, as I have heard that he has some exciting new business venture to occupy his mind, but you will not be far from his thoughts, I can assure you." 
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