
        
            
                
            
        


	 

The Islands of the Sixteen Gods, Book 4:

The City of the Swan Goddess 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


By Stephen Symons 


 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Islands of the Sixteen Gods, Book 4: The City of the Swan Goddess

Copyright 2016 Stephen Symons

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON  QLD  4883

 

Cover Art by: GermanCreative

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

ISBN: 978-1-925191-73-8

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

"Never tell lies, Edrun," said Kemmel as he carefully cut a tissue-thin slice of cheese from the block. "Only very stupid people tell lies. In fact, only one thing is even more stupid than telling lies, and that is telling the whole truth. Remember always that falsehood is not simply about telling lies but also about being selective with the truth, and truth is a heady wine, Edrun. You should always serve it sparingly."

Kemmel KeiUzvath Kel Chernugo Ordicad, Soldier, Sage, Cheese-parer.
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Unanswered Questions

 

Very, very carefully, very, very quietly, Edrun leaned across to fill his mug in the brook. Beside him Jina stirred slightly in her sleep. Instantly he froze, trying not to disturb her. As he stretched out his left hand to dip the mug in the water, his right hand, the one supporting all his weight, slipped on the damp grass. With a gasp he checked himself just as he was about to fall face first into the water. Again Jina stirred at the sudden movement, sighed and rolled over. Edrun remained perfectly still.

His right hand supporting his weight, his left hand stretched out to fill the mug, he was suspended no more than a couple of hands' breadth above the clear waters of the little brook. He stared down onto the mirror-like surface. A face stared back at him, clean-shaven, the angular features dominated by deep-set, intense black eyes, topped by short cropped black hair. The seven interwoven tendrils of the tattoo on the left jaw line spoke of one who had led men into victory in a major battle. The little stag's head tattooed between his eyes told all who saw it that here was one who revered above all the Divine Shegadin, Bowman of the Heavens, Master of the Wild Wood, Lord of the Hunt.

Edrunaraugiscal Jaranacad Sulandax, that is who I am, he mused. The Abundant Rain of Spring, Son of Jaran, the Beloved of the River Goddess. My name is my story, my story is my name. And what a story I am become! Look at me now! How in all the world did this happen to me?

All I ever wanted was a quiet life! 

Carefully, carefully, he dipped the wooden mug into the brook to drink deeply of the cool, delicious water. Raising the mug in a toast, he silently praised the Lady Thambai, the Guardian of the Sacred Pool, Protectress of the Kalalutorm, She who kept the sweet life-giving waters rising up from the unfathomable depths of the Womb of the World where the waters of creation were eternally refreshed, She who had defended the Rock of Amron down through the ages.

Carefully, carefully, Edrun raised himself to a sitting position the better to look down on Jina, stretched out on the lush grass, her upper body shaded by the overhanging foliage, her lower body, with the barely perceptible bump on the abdomen, warmed by the afternoon sun. Edrun shook his head in wonderment, looking up from Jina to the little brook, and beyond to the River Kaen into which it flowed only twenty paces distant.

Was it really only two years since that fateful day when Jina had been swept into the raging Nogoldhere River, a river very much like the one in front of him, dragged to her death in the lairs of the River Demons--or so everyone had thought?

Their quiet, ordered lives had ended in that moment. The hands of the Gods had torn them from their cosy home in sleepy little Chernugo, hurling them half way across the great island of Kalion, to the Cities of Threeriversmeet, Keninulu, Hazek and Sulahan, across the bleak Ryna Hills and over the snow-clad Agonalukin Mountains, onto the Great Western Plains, then up the broad Vale of DrummGrissa. Instead of quietly mending harness and repairing wagons in his Father's workshop, as he had always intended that his days should be spent, he had ended up fighting in pitched battles and in individual duels to the death. He had been pursued across the high moors, hunted by savage men and even more savage dogs. He had been incarcerated in dungeons, swept down a storm drain, and the invisible hand of Detanié alone had saved him from being tossed over a cliff face in an avalanche.

And he continually found himself in the middle of some river fighting for his life!

Never in his wildest imaginings would he have dreamed that his life would become so chaotic. Yet it had become so. Never in his most fantastical of daydreams would he have conceived of his elevation into the Gathering, the hereditary nobility of the People of the Sea. Yet here he was, publicly hailed as Edrun, Lord Sulandax, and accepted as an equal by the Lords of DrummGrissa, welcomed into their halls, offered the hero's portion at feasts! His own personal banner, now acknowledged by and recorded in the archives of the Keeper of the King's Arms in Kalion Ulu, fluttered proudly beside those of the Kalalutorm, the Kalarndu, the Mailaranarad, the Jemegaidi, and the other clans of the DrummGrissa.

Slowly he stood, looking out across the River Kaen to the broad fields of the fief of the Kalalutorm, then downstream towards the docks and the vast Rock of Amron upon which sat the town of Amronulu, home of the Kalalutorm Clan.

Where would it all end? he wondered. Where to from here? Will we ever find peace, or are we to spend all of our lives running, fighting, chasing, being chased. Will we ever be able to build a home, settle down, raise our children and worship the Gods without the threat of danger hanging over their heads all the time?

He looked down at Jina, sleeping peacefully in the warm afternoon sun. She slept a lot these days. Drugged almost into a state of mindlessness by the flesh-merchant Halgar Rassvorea, she had slowly, with good medical attention and the constant care and love of friends, drawn back from the abyss. She was alert and cheerful, loving life and all that was in it. But she was not the same.

Firajinaudun Kadicath Vaso Sulandax, ca'oula ca'Okilafirdais. She who is like the dancing of flowers in the wind, daughter of Kadi, beloved Lady Wife of Edrun, most treasured Windflower. Her name is her story also, but her story has changed. And will it ever return to its former path?

Once so full of energy and enthusiasm, she no longer had the stamina of old. She tired quickly, needing frequent rests. Never since early childhood had she slept during the day, but nowadays she needed a good long nap in the afternoons. She laughed and was cheerful, but the mischievous sense of humour that so set her apart from others had quietly vanished into nothingness. Once upon a time, when they had walked together, she would often run ahead for a few paces, skipping and dancing. Now she walked sedately at all times, frequently taking Edrun's arm to steady herself. Her eyes shone with happiness when she looked at him, and especially when they talked about the baby that was slowly growing within her, but they no longer sparkled.

Edrun slowly sank down by her side, watching the slow rising and falling of her breasts, smiling in his turn at the little half-smile on her sleeping lips. He straightened up her jacket where it had become rucked up behind her, admiring its quality as he did so. It had been a gift from the Lady Meraima, their hostess and the mother of his good friend Adaraic Kalalutorm. It was obviously expensive, being made of one of the finest woollen fabrics that Edrun had ever seen, soft and smooth. Jina loved it, particularly the embroidered flowers across the front panels, and the little wooden toggles that closed it. There were eight of them, exquisitely carved from some hard wood, into whimsical little figures of animals; a rooster waving a beer mug, a hen wearing an apron and mixing something in a bowl, a rabbit armed with a bow and arrow.

He chuckled as he looked closely at them, admiring the handiwork of a master carver, tickled by the humour of the little faces. By all the Gods, anything that set him to laughing these days had to be worth pure gold! Never one given to displays of emotion, Edrun was painfully aware that since he had rescued Jina from her ordeal at the hands of Halgar Rassvorea and his cohorts he had become even more withdrawn, almost grim. His friends tried hard to jolly him out of his moods, and frequently they succeeded. There had been some great times over the last few days, pleasant days riding across the Kalalutorm estates, wonderful evenings before the roaring fires, with song and dance, good food and lively conversation.

But always the merriment faded at last into sombre silence. More and more he found himself lost in thought, content to sit by Jina's side as she slept, thinking, thinking. Asking questions of himself, questions to which he could find no answers. Looking back over time, thinking of faces that had come and gone again, it seemed that everything that he had learned since childhood, everything that he had taken for granted, had come apart. The faces kept confusing everything in his mind, mixing everything up until he barely knew who he was, let alone who anyone else might be.

Arandis, the Priestess of the Fire Goddess who seemed to know more about him than he did himself. Arandis, so beautiful that she did not so much attract him as intimidate him. Lanis, gentle, docile Lanis, who had cared for him when he had thought Jina was lost forever, who had meekly stepped back when Jina, beyond all hope, was returned to him and had served both faithfully. Lanis, who had stabbed another woman to death because she thought that the woman was about to come between Edrun and Jina.

Mardo of the nimble fingers, Mardo who could barely speak, Mardo who would not have harmed a mouse, yet had died in a ditch, transfixed by a javelin. Numa the slippery, sleazy hired informer who had become a model servant, Zan the young man who had an uncanny ability to find his way anywhere and who had, in large part, replaced Mardo. Kelto, a swaggering, drunken lout who nevertheless was one of the few whom Edrun would trust to protect his back when battle loomed.

Ordron Mailaranarad, haughty, disdainful, brutal, yet a man of stern resolve and high courage when the need arose. Adeta with the haunting laugh and the courage of a warrior who had flashed across his life like a shooting star, coming out of nowhere and vanishing back into the night from which she came before he had even realised what she meant to him. And others, so many others.

Amongst them the face of a woman called--what had been her name? Tala! Yes, that was it. Tala. Baltalauith, The Wings of Summer. That had been her name. He had met her briefly in the City of Sulahan, for no more than a couple of hands of the sun. He had not even seen her in daylight, only by the muted glow of a candle or a cheap lamp, yet her face had stayed in his mind. Buried under layers of cares and immediate anxieties, nevertheless her image had begun to emerge at times during the quiet of the night, or in the reveries of long afternoons. Who was she? What was she doing in his head? Why her and not the dozens, hundreds of other women with whom he had had a fleeting acquaintanceship over the years? They had swum into his ken and out of it again, never more to be seen much less to trouble him. Why her?

Who are all these ghosts?

And then there was all that nonsense about him being some sort of special person with some special fate, or without any fate at all except that which he made for himself. The Priestess called Carhinalié had called him the Free One, whatever that really meant, as she lay mortally wounded in the Stone Ring of Rabti. What was that all about any way? Had that been a genuinely divine revelation, a message from the Gods themselves, or the final ravings of a dying woman? So much had been happening at the time, so much had happened immediately afterwards, that it had gone completely out of his head. Later, back at Amronulu with time to think, his mind had been so full of Jina and of their child as yet unborn that he had quite forgotten about it.

What was that all about? What did she mean? Where was he going? Where were they going? And who are all these people?

"What people?" murmured Jina, her eyes still closed. "I thought that we were alone." And Edrun realised that he had spoken these last words aloud.

"Jina, I am so sorry," he whispered, immediately contrite. "I did not mean to wake you." She smiled lazily. Drawing his face down to hers, she kissed him lightly.

"I have slept long enough, I think. Who were you talking to?" Sitting up, she looked about them but, seeing no-one else, looked back quizzically at Edrun.

"Myself," laughed Edrun. "I was talking to myself. I must be getting old. My Great Uncle Kemmel used to talk to himself a lot. He said it was easier to do that than to have to explain everything to people who were too young to understand any way." She laughed with him at the memory of the feisty old man, settling back into Edrun's arms. Her smile faded as she reached up to stroke his face.

"You laughed," she said softly. "I like it when you laugh. And you laugh so seldom these days, Edrun." He sighed, burying his nose in her hair, inhaling the delicious scent of her.

"I know, my dearest. I know only too well, and I try to be cheerful. But it is not always very easy. There are too many questions in our life, and too few answers. I keep searching for them. The answers, that is. But all too often they escape me. For some reason the complicated questions seem easy to answer. It is the simple ones that prove most difficult."

"Like what, for example?"

"Like where are we going?"

"We do not have to go anywhere at the moment," smiled Jina, leaning back luxuriously into the cool, moist grass. "And there is no hurry to do anything." 

Edrun took her hand, stroking it. "But we have to go somewhere eventually," he said, kissing her fingertips one after the other. "We cannot stay in Amronulu forever, nice as that might be. We have to find somewhere of our own."

"We could go back to Chernugo," said Jina hopefully. "I would love to see Mother and Dad again, and to tell them all about everything. And they would be overjoyed to meet a new grandson. Or granddaughter." 

Edrun shook his head. "My dear, we have been over this before. There is no going back. You know that." 

Jina did not reply as Edrun pulled her upright. On her feet again, she brushed herself down then walked over to the bank of the River Kaen, where she stood amongst the reeds, looking out over the water. Silently, Edrun followed her. He bent down, selected a stone from the many at his feet and, taking careful aim at a branch floating in the middle of the river, threw it. He missed, but Jina clutched his arm, real terror in her eyes. 

"Edrun! You should not do that! You will waken the River Demons!" 

He drew her into his arms, kissing her lips, her cheeks, her forehead. "My dearest one," he whispered, "the River Demons cannot reach you, nor will they ever again. I am Sulandax, remember that. You, we are Sulandax. We are the Beloved of the River Goddess. She will protect us. I have made sacrifice and poured libations to Habeia, the Lady of the River Kaen, and I have prayed at her shrine most days that we have been here, while you slept. She will not allow the Demons to harm us."

"They had me once before, and they could take me once again." 

He could feel her slim form shiver in his arms. "But Iana, the lady of the Nogoldhere, saved you then, Jina. She did not allow the Demons to keep you, as they keep so many."

"Every time I come near a river now I feel their presence." Her voice was almost inaudible, buried in his shoulder. "I know that even now, should I fall into the water I would become paralysed, unable to swim or even move, and they would have me once more."

"I am here, Jina," said Edrun soothingly. "While I am with you, not even the Demons of Zandar with their fiery breath, their wings of bronze and their talons of obsidian could come near you." 

Jina straightened up, looking out over the river. They stood silently for a long time. At last she sighed. "You are right, of course, my only beloved," she said softly. "I could only wish that you were wrong, but you are not. There is no going back. Ever since I fell into the waters of the Nogoldhere I have felt that we have lost all control over our fate. I feel that the Gods have been tossing us back and forth, here and there, like children playing with a ball, throwing us around at random. We are in a whirlpool, being swept around and around, and we are helpless in its grip, doomed to swirl around forever. We seem to get caught up in webs of intrigue and violence that are not of our making and certainly none of our business, and we cannot extricate ourselves from their toils. And I cannot see any way out."

"Where, then, are we going?" Edrun asked.

"Unless you have any better ideas," said a voice behind them, "I would suggest the Poor Man's Bench."
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The Poor Man's Bench

 

 

Edrun spun about, instinctively pushing Jina behind him with his left hand while his right strayed towards the short sword that was not there. The two young men who had come up behind them sprang back, hands up defensively.

"Whoa!" cried the older one. "Stand down! We come in peace!"

"I am sorry, Heltekelainol!" laughed Edrun, relaxing immediately. "I really am sorry. I do not know why I should be so jumpy!" 

Adaraic Kalalutorm, known to his friends as Heltekelainol--Curly-locks--on account of his luxurious ringlets, clapped his friend on the shoulder. "After all that you have been through in the last year or so, it is no surprise. But you are safe now, really you are. And, even more importantly, so is Jina."

"And we have come to make sure that our lovely Cousine is being properly looked after," said the younger of the two men, Adaraic's brother Kolubal. "If he is neglecting you, Jina, you can always come and live with me. I would look after you more carefully than a bucket of gold."

"I am sure that you would, Kolubal," said Jina, taking his arm. "But I shall put up with Edrun for a bit longer." She turned to Edrun. "But be warned, Lord Sulandax. I have admirers in high places. If you misbehave I might have to seek comfort in the arms of another." 

Kolubal grinned. "I am at your service always, Cousine Jina. Let us walk together."

"Keep your hands where I can see them, Kobbi," grunted Edrun, "or I shall have to cut them off." 

Kolubal grimaced. Adaraic sniggered.

"Please do not address me by that silly name!" groaned Kolubal. "You are as bad as Mother!"

"Serves you right for calling me Rikki," jeered his brother. 

"I like Kobbi," said Jina, drawing him closer to her. "It is a nice name, a friendly name. It is a strong name. Please, let me call you Kobbi." 

Kolubal squeezed her arm. "You, my delicious one, may call me anything you like," he simpered.

"Then let us repair to the Poor Man's Bench," suggested Edrun, "where we can sit in the sun and call each other names all afternoon, but where we can have something other than water to drink. And I see that Cousin Rik has arranged a conveyance for your convenience."

"Oh, Rik," sighed Jina, "there was no need for this. I am not a cripple, and I feel awful riding in one of those things. And it is not that far back into town." 

At Adaraic's wave four muscular young men had emerged from the trees bearing a carrying chair which they set down in front of Jina.

"You have walked quite a bit already today, Jina," said Adaraic seriously. "You must not overtax yourself. So far as your healing is concerned, you have come a very long way, but you still have a long way to go. Please." He waved her to the chair. 

Jina looked plaintively at her husband. "Edrun!" 

"He is right, my sweet. And you know it. Allow us to care for you, and your healing will proceed all the faster." 

Reluctantly, she allowed him to help her into the chair. As soon as she was settled, the bearers raised the litter smoothly and surely, then, at Adaraic's command, stepped across the little brook and along the river bank. Very soon they came to a path that they followed, deliberately out of step to avoid any swaying or rocking, maintaining as even a movement as possible. Before long the path led them into the docks where porters and bargemen rubbed shoulders with merchants and traders as goods were loaded or unloaded from the many boats tied up along the bustling quayside. All paused to stare at Jina and her party as they passed, saluting respectfully, for a litter borne by four bearers could only mean the presence of a most eminent person.

At the docks they turned away from the river, wending their way past shops and warehouses to the sloping road that led up the Rock of Amron and into the town of Amronulu proper. Along winding streets they walked, keeping up a brisk pace as all were now eager to sample the wares of the Poor Man's Bench, a favourite meeting place for the younger generation of the Kalalutorm Clan and their friends.

At last the bearers set the chair down under the shady tree just by the door of the little tavern. The innkeeper, having been alerted to their approach by keen-eyed urchins whom he employed to keep him informed of who was coming and going and what was doing and where, was already on his doorstep to welcome them. Their favourite table under the tree had been cleared of other patrons and wiped down, bowls of krob and clean drinking vessels set upon it, with a pot-boy standing by with an enormous jug of freshly drawn ale ready to attend them.

They had not been seated long when they were joined by other friends. Vaided Mailaranarad and his sister Ala, Karion Kalalutorm, the younger sister of Kolubal and Adaraic, and her betrothed, a father foppish young man by the name of Shoma Kalarndu, all ambled over to the table. Others arrived as time passed, family and friends who joined in with a will. The pot-boy was kept busy both with jugs of ale and with bowls of krob, the deep fried chunks of bread much favoured by the Kalionali as snack food. As the warm autumn shadows lengthened across the streets, the party became more and more animated.

Edrun found himself sitting with Jina, Adaraic and one of Adaraic's cousins on his Mother's side, a pleasant young man by the name of Karn Sugaidian who had only arrived the previous evening, and was agog to hear all the tales of the adventures of the fabled Edrun Sulandax first hand. The conversation rambled across many subjects, but as time passed it was obvious to the other three that Edrun was becoming distracted.

"What is the matter, Cousin Edrun?" asked Karn solicitously. "Here we have been talking about the pleasures of the hunt and the dance, and you look like your mind is drifting somewhere out over the endless waters of Indarial. Are you troubled?"

"Not at all," lied Edrun, coming back to Amronulu with a jerk. "I was simply wool gathering." 

None of them were fooled by this.

"Come on, my dearest," said Jina, snuggling up closer to him. "I know when something is wrong. Tell us about it." 

Edrun shook his head. 

"You can trust us, Mound-brother," said Adaraic gently. "If you are troubled, tell us and we may be able to ease your burden." 

Edrun studied the beer in his mug for a while. "My trouble," he said at last, "has a name. And the name is Halgar Rassvorea."

"I thought that that might be what was on your mind," murmured Jina.

"That is a worry to be sure," agreed Adaraic gravely.

Karn's ears pricked up as he sensed a tale was about to be told. "Halgar Rassvorea?" he asked. 

Edrun hesitated for a moment.

"Tell him, Edrun," said Jina. 

Edrun nodded, swigged his beer, took a deep breath, and began his tale. Between them, he and Jina told of Jina's disappearance in the flooded Nogoldhere River, of her capture by Halgar Rassvorea and his crew of cut-throats, and of her enforced journey to Keninulu. They told how Edrun had rescued her, and of their escape and subsequent refuge in Hamanorslin, of Jina's recapture in Sulahan, and of the fight at Kalasula that saw Jina restored to Edrun. Karn was about to congratulate them on the happy ending of their adventure but Edrun cut him short. The tale was not yet over.

Edrun and Jina then told of their journey to Chailam Dratzi, their encounter with Ordron Mailaranarad, of Jina's recapture yet again by Halgar Rassvorea, of the pursuits and battles back and forth across DrummGrissa, of Jina's drugging and her eventual rescue. By this time others had joined them at their end of the table, and Vaided Mailaranarad took up the tale of the hunt in the Forest of Rabti, the encounter with Halgar at Chailam Alu and their flight across the Veianja High Moors, ending with the disappearance of Halgar into the trees and the siege of the Stone Ring in the forest. When all was done the flares and lamps had been lit, for the sun had long set. 

Karn sat back, open-mouthed. "That is the most amazing tale I have ever heard! What a saga! I have heard bits and pieces of this tale, of course--word is running up and down DrummGrissa and beyond--but never all in one coherent narrative. Cousin Edrun, Cousine Jina, this is the stuff of legends! And the tale is not yet done, it seems. Where is this Halgar Rassvorea now?"

"Which brings us back to your first question," smiled Edrun. "You ask me if I am troubled, and the answer is; yes. I am. Deeply. And I am troubled because I cannot answer your next question." 

Karn's handsome features dropped. "You mean--you do not know where this man is?" 

Edrun nodded. "I have not the slightest idea. No idea at all. He could be a thousand namaserin away. Or sitting on the latrine out back."

"Then surely we should spend as much effort as is needed to find this fellow and start pulling him apart?"

"If only it was so easy," muttered Adaraic.

"I have no idea where to so much as start," said Edrun bitterly, then stopped, looking around at the faces of his audience. His brow puckered in thought. "Or perhaps I speak too quickly. Perhaps I do know where we could at least begin. Which brings us to the matter of Alumeida Mailaranarad."

"Which we might talk about later," said Vaided quickly. "But not now. Not here."

"What is going on down there?" said Adaraic, standing the better to look down the street towards the port. Several people were hurrying in that direction, from which there came a faint but rapidly growing commotion. Edrun, Jina and the rest rose likewise to follow his gaze. Adaraic grabbed a man who happened to be heading down to the lower town. "What is happening?"

"A trade caravan is arriving, my Lord. A very big one, too. The biggest I have seen in many years. My house looks right down onto the Great Yard of the Trading Inn, and I can tell you that it is nearly full, with more wagons coming along the Ryna Road. It is a mass of lights down there." 

Adaraic flicked his cloak back across his shoulders, the better to display the topaz-studded silver pectoral of a high-ranking member of his clan. "Well, well. Such excitement has not stirred up our sleepy little town in a long time. Come along, Ladies and Gentlemen! We must investigate this event!"

His companions immediately likewise brushed themselves down, ready to walk back to the Trading Inn by the port, but Edrun put up his hand, forestalling them.

"Wait," he said, looking down the street where a group of people bearing torches was approaching them, walking purposefully. Frowning, he peered into the darkness. One of those approaching was of very distinctive, and of a very familiar, appearance. The short, stocky man with a neatly trimmed beard and curly hair, was accompanied by an aristocratic-looking young woman and a portly, middle-aged man both of whom wore the vestments of the Temple of Luté. Behind them came a troop of porters carrying a variety of bags and boxes. As the stocky man's features became clearer, Edrun stepped forward with a cry of amazement.

"By all the Gods! Master Kadus! Of all people I would have least expected to see you here! Welcome and thrice welcome!" 

The stocky man stepped forward to clasp Edrun warmly. "Master Edrun! No, no longer are you Master Edrun, of course! I most humbly beg your pardon, Lord Sulandax. Greetings to you, most noble one! I guessed that I might find you here." 

Edrun shook his head in astonishment. "You knew that I was here?"

"Oh, yes!"

"But, how?" Kadus laughed.

"I do not reveal my sources, my friend. Suffice that I have followed your career with interest, and I make a point of keeping myself as well informed as possible on matters that interest me. As I am interested in almost everything, that means a lot of information. But of that more anon. This, I gather, would be none other than Lord Adaraic of Kalalutorm, a man whom I have been eager to meet since first I heard of him." 

Adaraic had approached as Edrun and Kadus greeted each other, a broad smile on his face, having instructed the link-boys to raise their torches on high. All around murmured in wonder at the sight of two curly-haired people in the same place.

"Greetings, Brother Heltekelainol, son of the wise Lord Orté!" cried Adaraic, bowing low to Kadus.

"Well met, Brother Heltekelainol, son of Lord Orté the wise!" cried Kadus in reply. Then all watched in bewildered fascination as the two men ruffled each other's hair, clapped their hands, backed away from each other a pace or two, and did a little shuffling dance. Then they bowed solemnly and shook hands.

"Brother Heltekelainol," said Kadus, "I am Kadus Paenusacad Tantanmethi. My name is yours to speak."

"Brother Heltekelainol," said Adaraic, "I am Adaraic Adaraicad Kalalutorm. My name be spoken with yours." He turned to the others. "I will tell you all about it later. Meanwhile, we have other guests." 

The young Priestess, after all the various introductions had been made, they discovered to be Harané Ancaludan, while her companion was Ancar Luteic, Ancar of Luté, a high-ranking Priest of the Swan Goddess. As he was introduced to Harané, Adaraic bowed deeply.

"Welcome and thrice welcome, Adinié. My home is yours."

"Thank you, Cousin Adaraic, but here I am no Adinié of Ancaludan. For now I am but a humble Keeper of the Gate of Luté, travelling with my teacher and mentor, the Lord Ancar, Chanter of Luté. We are on pilgrimage to Hazek, where I am looking forward to continuing my studies, and we shall be here in Amronulu for but two or three nights while the worthy Master Kadus conducts his business. Then we shall travel on with him to Hazek." 

Adaraic bowed. "I shall have rooms prepared for you both in the Chailam of my ancestors. I cannot but wish that word had been sent ahead that we might have prepared a more appropriate welcome for you. It is many years that we have had the honour of the company of one of the Ancaludan." He signalled to one of the servants, but Harané smiled, putting her hand over his.

"You are most generous, Lord Adaraic, but we shall be staying in the shrine of Luté, which I understand is just beyond this place in the Town Square."

"My Lady...," began Adaraic, but Harané cut him off short.

"It would be more appropriate for us to stay at the shrine, my Lord. As I said, we are on pilgrimage."

"Then at least allow us the honour of your presence in the Great Hall this night, my Lady. My father, Lord Adaraic of Ryna, will be most eager to pay his respects. Grant us that at least." 

Harané inclined her head in assent. "I would be delighted to meet the mighty Lord of Ryna, Lord Adaraic."

"Come, then, My Lady. My brother Kolubal and I shall escort you to your lodgings then on to the Chailam."

"And I shall bid you good-night, Flame," said Kadus, "and leave you in the very capable hands of the Lords of the Kalalutorm. By your leave, I shall remain here as I have much to discuss with Lord Sulandax."

"Then let us repair thence," smiled Adaraic. "Come, Kolubal. Kolubal?"

His younger brother was standing next to Jina, staring at Harané as if mesmerised. Jina prodded him.

"Down, boy!" she whispered out of the side of her mouth. "Take a deep breath."

"Ergff," mumbled Kolubal. 

Harané smiled at him.

"Let us go, Kolubal," said Adaraic deliberately, glaring at him.

"Glurfft," said Kolubal as he stepped, stiff-legged, to Harané's side. Kadus watched as Adaraic and Harané, accompanied by Kolubal and the troop of porters, proceeded up the street towards the Town Square and the shrine of Luté.

"Is that young man unwell," he asked Edrun quietly, "or is he perhaps a bit simple?"

"I think that he has fallen in love," murmured Edrun.

"Again," added Vaided.

"It happens three or four times a Trine," explained Jina.
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A Serious Business

 

 

Kadus chuckled, shaking his head, then accepted a saucer of wine before sitting at the table with Edrun and Jina. He smiled, raising his wine in salute.

"To a fair meeting," he said.

"I'll drink to that," grinned Edrun, quaffing his ale.

"A fair meeting with you, my friend," continued Kadus when he had drunk, "and with you also, dear Lady, whom I most sincerely hope I may count as a friend as well. I am Kadus Paenusacad Tantanmethi. My name is yours to speak."

"I am Firajinaudun Kadicath Vaso Sulandax," replied Jina formally, "called Jina. My name be spoken with yours."

"It is indeed an honour to meet such a noble Lady," said Kadus, "and a pleasure to meet so beautiful a one, yet I regret to say that I have some rather serious business to discuss with your husband." 

Edrun put his hand on Jina's. "Any words that I hear, Master Kadus," he said quietly, "are for Jina's ears as well. My business is her business." 

Kadus' eyes flicked from one to the other and back again. Then he smiled politely, inclining his head. "Indeed, I had heard that the relationship between the illustrious Lord Sulandax and his Lady Wife is of a more liberal nature than that of many a couple. Let me assure you, my Lord, my Lady, that I have long shared your views although, being unmarried, I have never had the opportunity to put them into practice." He sat back, beaming, composure restored, to pour himself another saucer of wine. "And so, my friends, to business."

"A moment, good Kadus," interrupted Jina. "My husband has mentioned your name, and I would guess that the words that you have to say concern money, but before we dive into such deep waters I beg you to explain the nature of the little ritual that you shared with Lord Adaraic a few moments ago. I have never seen its like before." 

Kadus threw back his head and guffawed. "I will tell you the tale, dear Lady! Once upon a time there lived a young woman called Nimidis who was extraordinarily beautiful. Everyone said that her hair was her finest feature, for it was long and smooth and shone like sunlight on the waters. One day as Nimidis walked along the beach of the lagoon near her home, collecting shellfish for the evening meal, she was spied by her local liege Lord who greatly desired her. He tried to seduce her, but Nimidis was very loyal to her husband and rebuffed him. The Lord then tried to take her by force, but she fled, running from bush to rock, from tree to sand dune. The Lord continued to pursue her, discovering her every hiding place.

"In desperation, she called upon the Great God Orté, who is Master of Mazes, the Lord of the Seashore, the liminal land where earth, sea and sky all meet. He is very wise, being able to see in all directions at once, and he is a master of disguises. He heard her prayer and, whispering in her ear, told her to dive into the deep water from a bluff and to stay under the waves. She did so, and He sent fishes to blow bubbles at her mouth so that she could breathe, but her long, jet-black hair drifted all around her, betraying her position. Then Orté changed her hair so that it was no longer straight but rippling like the waters of the lagoon in the light breeze. The Lord, looking out from over the bluff from which she had jumped, could see only ripples below and, thinking her to have drowned, returned to his Chailam.

"Nimidis swam back to the sea shore, where she sang praises to Orté and danced in his honour on the sand. Then she returned home where she prepared the evening meal for herself and her husband, but she did not realise that her dance had aroused great passion in the breast of Orté himself. That night he cast an enchantment upon Nimidis' husband, so that he went to sleep outside while he, Orté, assumed the likeness of the husband and spent a fine night enjoying the affections of the fair Nimidis. In due course three sons were born to Nimidis in one birth, all of them with curly hair like their mother. All Kalionali with curly hair are descendent from those three, and therefore all Kalionali with curly hair are sons and daughters of Orté.

"Wherever and whenever we, the heltekelainol, the Ripple-Haired Ones, meet, we greet each other in the manner that you have witnessed, and we dance the little dance in remembrance of our foremother Nimidis the Fair." 

Jina clapped her hands, laughing with delight. "Blessed be the Lord Orté, and blessed be the memory of the Fair Nimidis! My understanding is warmed by the fire of your revelation, good Kadus."

"And blessed may they be, dear Lady," smiled Kadus. "But now we must speak of other things, specifically those financial matters that you suggested earlier. They are by no means as entertaining as the tale of Nimidis and Orté, I fear, but they shall bring even larger smiles to your faces, I guarantee." 

"Say on, Master Kadus," said Edrun.

"You will recall, Edrun, that when you left Threeriversmeet so long ago you entrusted me with a rather substantial amount of money with instructions to invest it as I thought fit."

Edrun nodded. "I do indeed. They were my winnings from bets I made on the outcome of my fight with Jaddi Kel Hardarekka in the Horse Ring, and the very considerable sum that I inherited from him by right of conquest."

"And you did very well, I must say, although the stakes were very high. You nearly lost your life."

"But I did not, which is why the two of us are sitting here this night. But please continue."

"As you were so kind as to give me complete freedom of choice, I used that money to help outfit my next caravan. I must tell you, Edrun, that I was very worried at that time. Things were not going well, and I was beset by a number of financial problems whose details need not detain us here. Suffice that I was beginning to think that I might have to go back to my grandfather's and my father's trade--we are a family of grocers, you must understand--and I dreaded being cooped up in a little shop all day selling nuts and beans and bits and pieces to housewives. As it happened, a certain young man had the foresight to invest a large sum of money in my organization.

"I used that money in large part to re-equip and re-stock. Shortly after we parted, I set out for the Helag across the Starbreaker Mountains in one of the longest and most complex expeditions I have ever mounted. I could regale you with stories of those days all night, but suffice for now that the enterprise was a resounding success. Your money was ready to return to you five-fold. But you were not there to meet me, as we had planned that you would.

"That being the case, following your instructions, I re-invested your monies, but this time I spread things wider. Some I used to completely re-stock my caravan, effectively making you my partner in business. The rest I placed with other caravan operators. Again, the results were truly splendid, and your funds increased many times. As you were still nowhere to be seen, I have purchased properties at Threeriversmeet and at Haminulu in your name, mainly commercial sites, all of which are earning solid profits, and cared for by my--sorry, our--managers. Some I re-invested in caravans. You will have to come down to the Trading Inn, Edrun, to look things over. You have a duty to do so as it is not my caravan at all, it is ours. Half yours and half mine. Thanks to your funds and my contacts, my friend, we are both wealthy men!"

"If you do not close your mouth," said Jina, "an air-demon will fly into it and down into your stomach and you will have a really bad case of wind."

Edrun closed his mouth, which had begun to gape as the import of Kudus' words began to sink in. "I do not know what to say," he stuttered.

Kadus leaned back with a smug smile. "Let me think," he mused. "I would suggest that 'Thank, you Kadus. Job well done,' would cover things quite well." 

"Thank you, Kadus. You have done an amazing job!"

"It was a pleasure," grinned Kadus. "Now, would you like to inspect your property?" 

Edrun looked at Jina, hesitantly. "Now?"

"Sooner is better than later," smiled Kadus.

"But Jina..."

"...is quite all right," she finished for him. "Come on, Edrun! Please! Let us go and have a look at your caravan!"

Edrun took her hand. "Our caravan," he corrected her, kissing her gently. "What is mine is yours. But you are tired, and have had a long day." 

Kadus beckoned to one of several of his servants who were still loitering in the background. He whispered in the ear of a man approached him, pointing back down the road. The man nodded and trotted away in the direction of the caravan.

"We shall walk slowly and with dignity," said Kadus, "as befits men--and women, dear Lady--of substance. Come! Let us depart." 

Slowly they walked down the street together, Edrun in the middle, Kadus on his left arm, Jina on his right.

"Have you considered your future at all, my dear Edrun?" said Kadus. "I am aware that you will have immediate concerns, but I am thinking of the longer term." 

Jina and Edrun exchanged glances.

"It is funny that you should say that," said Edrun thoughtfully. "We were talking of exactly that earlier this afternoon."

"And did you come up with any interesting plans?" 

Edrun shook his head. "I am afraid not. Everything is in a bit of a state of flux at the moment. There are too many unanswered questions."

"The matter of Halgar Rassvorea, I presume," nodded Kadus. 

Edrun stopped short, looking at the little man in astonishment. "You know about that? How do you know about that?" 

Kadus chuckled. "I know everything, Edrun. As to how I know, I might tell you. Some other time. Perhaps. But let us keep walking." He squeezed Edrun's arm, his face serious again. "Well, not everything, but a lot. And I hope to have a long chat with you to fill in the details. But you must know, my dear friend, that merchants deal not only in rugs and vases and tools and pretty gauds. We also deal in information. Knowledge is a commodity, Edrun, just as much as grain or livestock, and it is our very lifeblood. Many a time I have been able to steal a march on a rival, to outmanoeuvre him, and make a killing in the market place simply because I knew a little bit more than he did. It is no coincidence that the language of the market place--talk of killings and stealing marches and so forth--is exactly the same as the terminology of warfare. The principles involved are exactly the same. But I digress. You have immediate cares, of course, but what of the longer term?"

"I--we--have made no firm plans, largely because we do not know what is to come. As my Great Uncle Kemmel was wont to say, 'You will never find your way unless you first know your destination.'" 

Kadus nodded. "Sensible chap, your Great Uncle. May I then suggest a possible destination?"

"I am all ears."

"Then harken unto me. This is the first time that I have led a caravan this far into the north-west of Kalion. Previously I have travelled to the south-west and a couple of times to the east, but I have never before journeyed very far north of the Copper Road, and I have found the experience both fascinating and highly lucrative. I shall definitely return this way."

"Soon?" asked Jina.

"Very soon, dear Lady. Very soon indeed. I am really only marking the route out at the moment. I travelled from Threeriversmeet to Haminulu then down the DrummGrissa to Amronulu, from whence I shall make my way to Hazek, then to Keninulu, and back across to Haminulu then home to Threeriversmeet. That is all that I shall have time for before the onset of winter. Next year, however, I am thinking of a much wider circuit, travelling from Keninulu across to Agemazon, then Chailam Rega, then High Moss, which means that I shall have toured right around the Bottomless Lake. I shall then travel to Priest's Crossing, which brings us back to the Copper Road, and thence to Threeriversmeet. I might even detour to Chernugo. What do you think?"

"I think that that would be a wonderful journey," enthused Jina. "I only wish that I could travel it as well."

"And perhaps you can, dear Lady, perhaps you can. You and your Lord Husband as well, should you find my proposition to your liking."

"And what is your proposal, my dear Kadus? Whatever it is, it should not put too much strain on Jina, who is presently in a rather delicate condition."

"Indeed," chuckled Kadus. "Congratulations, both of you. May your little one be blessed of Phorema, and the first of many. Of a whole tribe of Sulandax, indeed! I had hoped that you would like to join us, dear Lady, but I was not thinking of this trip. Rather I was thinking of the next. This trip will see me back in Threeriversmeet for the winter. I would begin my next one in the spring."

"And you would have us join it?" ventured Edrun uncertainly.

"Caravans need to be guarded, Edrun. Things are reasonably safe here in civilized lands, but we tend to travel through some fairly god-forsaken places at times, across the mountains, for example. That means we have to have a trustworthy and experienced troop of fighting men along with us to deter the brigands that lurk along the way, and to fight them off if needed. I always have such a troop in attendance, but I tend to take them on trip by trip. My present troop of men is an excellent one, led by young Uladrin Alcorian, whom I believe that you met briefly in Threeriversmeet, but I shall sign them off when we get back to Threeriversmeet. Uladrin, I know, wants to return home to Alcora for the winter, and what his plans are beyond that I do not know." He squeezed Edrun's arm. "I think that Lord Sulandax would be a most worthy Captain-at-arms. Such is the terror of his name that he would hardly have to bring a troop with him, although I imagine that he might like to have forty or fifty sturdy lads along for the ride as well. They look good when they ride into the next market town, all their gear polished and the plumes and pennons fluttering. What do you think?"

Before either Jina or Edrun had time to reply, a surge of people carrying torches hurried past and around them, laughing and chattering as they went. Following the crowd, Edrun, Jina and Kadus walked down a side street to a gate in the City wall where a press of people, all in festive mood, was streaming under the gatehouse.

At sunset each day the gates of every City and walled town in the Kalion Islands were ceremonially closed. The bells and drums of the various temples and shrines would ring or thunder, choirs would sing hymns to the Gods, and Priests and Priestesses would chant the potent spells that would summon the Spirits of Light to defend those within from the depredations of the demons that swarmed about as the Lady of the Stars withdrew Her protection for the night. Only when the Queen of Heaven arose once more in the morning would the bells and drums call forth once more, the choirs would sing, the Priests and Priestesses would chant the counter-spells, and the gates would rumble open. The gate that Edrun and his companions now approached, however, did not lead to the outside of the City. Instead the Market Gate led down into the vast yard of the Trading Inn that lay against the walls of Amronulu.

The Trading Inns of Kalion were unlike any others, being large enough to accommodate several caravans at once, an influx of hundreds of people and animals, with their wagons and carts, and all their goods. Trading Inns offered not only board and lodging for the night but protection, both physical and spiritual, from the manifold dangers that came with the darkness. Larger than many small towns, they were surrounded by stout walls where armed guards paced throughout the night. Within them were not only sleeping quarters, taprooms and bathhouses, but a multitude of workshops and facilities; farriers, cartwrights, wheelwrights, ostlers, bronzesmiths, harness-makers, veterinarians, victuallers and a host of other specialists were available to cater to every possible need of the traveller.

It was into the vast yard of the Inn that Kadus had led his caravan and as they emerged onto the street leading down from the Market Gate, Edrun and his companions could look out over a milling torch-lit sea of people, animals and vehicles as they arranged themselves for the night. Wagons and carts were being lined up in one area, and Edrun could catch the occasional glimmer of polished bronze winking in the light of the flares as Uladrin's men-at-arms set up patrols. Other people were stacking bales and boxes, securing them for the night, or attending to the huge numbers of draught and riding animals, while others again were heading for the Inn in search of a hot meal and a cosy bed for the night. As many as were disappearing into the Inn, however, more were appearing from out of the town, and lights were springing up about a large open area in the middle of the yard.

In the morning Kadus and his people would set up their tents and stalls and trading would begin in earnest, but even before the main business of the caravan got under way there were others who were eager to begin. Jugglers, conjurers, dancers, musicians, fortune-tellers, story-tellers, sellers of exotic liquors and small traders of all sorts converged on the open area to begin their work while the townsfolk swarmed in to watch and admire, to gawk and to throw copper bangles into the hats and baskets. The Innkeeper had had trestles brought out, and great kegs of beer, as well as jars of wine, baskets of bread and huge vats of stew. A lively trade was in progress as Edrun, Jina and Kadus walked across the yard, and a carnival atmosphere reigned.

Kadus steered Edrun and Jina into a roped-off area where tables, chairs and braziers had been set up in front of a large and ornate wagon. Conducting them in, he showed them to seats as he waved to a staff member.

"The Lord and Lady Sulandax are my guests. Bring refreshments of the finest for their pleasure!" Just then a rather harassed-looking man, an ornate bronze belt clasped about his middle, hurried up to speak quickly to Kadus. There was a whispered exchange, then the man strode away and Kadus turned to Edrun and Jina. "That was one of my foremen. As you would expect, there are problems that only Kadus himself can solve! Remain here, my dear ones, and I shall return shortly. If there is anything you want, shout!" And he hastened away, leaving them feeling a little breathless. Servants appeared to pour wine and set out platters of fresh fruit, cold meats and other delicacies, then bowed themselves away. Edrun took Jina's hand.

"What of you think of Kadus' idea?" he asked. 

Her eyes shone in the firelight. "It is the best of all things, Edrun. You shall be a soldier, a valiant Captain-at-arms as you so much want to be. I shall get to go home and see our family. And, best of all, we shall be together. Edrun, it could not possibly be better. The perfect solution to our problem. You want to be a man-at-arms--no, don't say you do not want that. You do. I know. Ever since the battle of Garinesigas, I can see it in your eyes. I want you with me. I want us to see our families. We have it every way. We might even buy a nice big house in Threeriversmeet and have my parents and your parents and all our old friends to visit. Edrun, it is perfect!" 

He kissed her fingers. Finally, finally, after all this time, her eyes were glowing once more. "You are certain that you want this?"

"Yes, oh, yes, Edrun! I want this!" 

He kissed her again. "Then, my dearest one, you shall have it!"
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A Matter of the Gathering

 

 

The arrival of such a large caravan from so far away was a major event in the commercial and social life of any Kalionali town, and Amronulu was no different. Word spread out to the surrounding villages and farms like ripples in a pond, bringing streams of people to the Great Yard of the Trading Inn, to buy, to sell, to gape, to see and to be seen. Over the next three or four days, Edrun and Jina spent much time with Kadus, learning about the ways of caravans and listening to stories of the many distant places to which the Caravan Master's travels had taken him.

Jina delighted in these tales, while Edrun delighted in the animation that was quickly returning to her face. The traders of Amronulu and its hinterland delighted in the chance to trade their goods for much needed and much coveted items from far away. The people of Amronulu delighted in the exotic sights, sounds and tastes of the caravan, and in the many and fascinating entertainments that accompanied it. The shrines of Amronulu delighted in the surge of the devout who came to pray and join in the services, and to drop their copper bangle and silver ring into the offering bowls. The townsfolk of Amronulu delighted in the influx of several hundred visitors, for commodious as the Trading Inn might be it was nowhere nearly large enough to accommodate everyone. As a result the inns and hostelries of the town were booked out, the cafés and taprooms were packed out, and the cooks, pot-boys, porters, vanket sellers, and all the others who made their living providing services to travellers were tired out, but as they collapsed into beds at last there were broad smiles on their faces.

Kolubal Kalalutorm did not fare nearly so well. He spent much of his time hanging about the Shrine of Luté in the High Square, the main market place of the town of Amronulu. The focus of his vigil was Harané Ancaludan who, much to his chagrin, spent most of her time in the Shrine performing the tasks that were the lot of junior Priestesses and receiving instruction both in the mysteries of Luté and the practical skills of her training. This, Kolubal quickly discovered, was in the arts of midwifery, as Luté was Patroness of childbirth and of the new-born, a fact that did nothing to ease his anxiety.

"If only she could have taken an interest in liturgical matters, or in cosmetics," he mourned, "then I would attend every service, every ceremony, every rite that is held in the shrine. But she spends most of her time cloistered in there, or visiting women in childbirth! Even when she walks out she is accompanied by a gaggle of Priestesses and that fat lump Ancar. I shall go insane!"

To make matters worse, she was all sweetness and light on those odd occasions when he managed to approach her, gushing at him, telling him how much she was enjoying her visit, how wonderful was Amronulu, how sweet everyone was to her, how thoughtful his parents were in providing such fine facilities for the Swan Queen and so forth and so on until Kolubal was close to tearing his hair out with frustrated passion.

"Do not work yourself up so, Kobbi dear," said his Mother Meraima soothingly. "She shall be gone soon and you can get back to normal. I shall invite young Vandi Anandalath to come and stay with Karion for a while. She is very pretty, and you were quite taken with her when last she visited as I remember. How would you like that? Would that be nice?" 

At this Kolubal retired to his room, muttering darkly about interfering Mothers. Everyone agreed that it was one of the worst cases of Unrequited Love that they had ever seen, and made clucking noises whenever he appeared, as well as extravagantly sympathetic comments, while sniggering behind their hands, at which Kolubal retired once more to his room, muttering about people who did not understand at all about the suffering that he was experiencing.

After five days of hectic and almost non-stop activity in the Great Yard, Kadus declared his business to be done. Ordering his Foremen to set about the task of readying the caravan for the road the next day, he presented himself at the Chailam for a last chat with Edrun and Jina, and to invite the Lords of the Kalalutorm to a feast that he was to hold in the Trading Inn that night in their honour. The Caravan Master needed to be more than just a travelling grocer. He needed to be an entrepreneur, a financier, a spy-master, and, above all else, a diplomat. Kadus had done very well indeed out of his visit to Amronulu. If the exercise was to be repeated, he had to be on the best of terms with the local gentry.

Accordingly, the feast, held in the open in the middle of the Great Yard, and at which Lord Adaraic of Ryna and the Lady Meraima were the guests of honour, was sumptuous, exotic and convivial. Musicians, dancers and acrobats entertained, expensive wines flowed freely, and there were lavish gifts for the guests. All of Lord Adaraic's household was present, the men seated, as protocol required, at the eastern table, while the women took their places opposite them at the western table, the two boards separated by a wide open space along which a continuous procession of servants brought food and drink, while dancers gyrated and acrobats tumbled. But the evening did not go on late. The caravan had to be ready to depart at sunrise, which meant that an early night was in order.

As soon as the meal was over Kadus declared the formalities to be at an end, the signal for the tables to be cleared and protocol lifted, enabling men and women to mingle and socialise. There was much shaking of hands and slapping of backs, of cups raised and expressions of goodwill made long and loudly, but as the congratulations were in progress Lord Adaraic of Ryna was moving slowly but purposefully through the crowd, seeking out members of his household and a small selection of others. Coming first to Edrun and Jina who had met up between the tables, he touched Edrun's arm.

"The fun and games will be winding down soon," he said quietly so that only they could hear, "but the evening is not yet over. There is something I want to talk to you about before we go to bed. Can you meet me in the Room of the Spring Flowers afterwards? It is just down the passage from your apartment." 

Edrun nodded. "Certainly, Sir. I shall be there. Can you tell me what this is about?"

"It concerns the matter of Alumeida Mailaranarad. I have been in touch with several knowledgeable people, and I have come to a decision. But we shall speak of that anon." He took Jina's hand in his. "I would like you there also, my dear. This is a matter of the Gathering, and you are one of us now. Will you come?"

"Certainly, Sir," she said, looking intrigued.

"Good girl. Then I would ask a favour. Go and find my daughter Karion and that idiot of a prospective son-in-law Shoma Kalarndu, and Karn Sugaidian as well. Ask them quietly to join us. Do not speak of this to anyone else. We shall keep this to ourselves. You understand." 

Jina nodded at once. "I know where they are." 

Adaraic patted her hand. "Good girl." He turned to Edrun as Jina walked away. "Come with me, son. You and I shall find the Lady Harané." After casting around for a few moments they caught sight of the young Priestess talking to Kolubal beside one of the many braziers. With them were Ancar the Chanter and the senior Priest and Priestess of the Shrine of Luté. As they were making their way over to her, Adaraic suddenly stopped.

"A moment," he said quietly, catching Edrun's sleeve again. "This fellow Ancar the Chanter. What do you make of him?" 

Edrun frowned. "Sir?"

"What sort of person do you think he is? I ask you because you were not born into the Gathering, and you might have a fresh perspective on things. What do you think of him?"

"I must confess I don't, Sir. Think of him, that is. I have met him no more than two or three times and we would have exchanged barely a couple of dozen words in all."

"But you must have formed some sort of opinion, surely." 

Edrun thought for a moment. "I must admit he is not my type. He is certainly not the sort of person I would cultivate as an acquaintance, let alone a friend. Every time I look at him I feel grease on my palms. Does that make sense?" 

Adaraic nodded. "Indeed it does. Indeed it does. My own instincts precisely. I do not like the feel of the man at all. He is unduly obsequious, which always makes me uncomfortable. But I ask because I was thinking of inviting him to our little chat later. I am going to ask Harané, because she is of the Gathering, and a very senior member at that, but I am in two minds about him."

"He is widely travelled," said Edrun, "and he is bound to have good contacts. Also, he is a very senior member of the Temple. It would be good manners." 

Adaraic sighed. "You are right. I shall invite him to join us, because, as you say, it is only good manners, and as a Chanter he is Adin in Luté. He might have something useful to offer." Even as he spoke he was steering Edrun across to Harané and her group.

"Lady Harané, good evening. Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen. Forgive me for interrupting, but I understand that the festivities here are to wind down shortly and I would like to invite you, Lady Harané, to a small meeting of the Gathering in the Chailam this evening should you see fit to honour us with your presence. You also would be most welcome to join us, Lord Ancar." Ancar bowed assent, smiling serenely, but Harané demurred.

"You are most gracious, Lord Ancar. However, we are to make a very early start tomorrow and there are a few matters to attend to at the Shrine before I retire. Moreover, I am now dedicated to the Goddess, and I no longer take part in the affairs of the Clans. Please forgive me if I decline."

"Of course, my Lady."

"Shall we see you before we go?"

"You shall indeed, my Lady. My family and I shall attend the Rite of Departure to see you on your way."

"Until then, my Lord Adaraic, my Lord Edrun. Lord Kolubal, would you be so kind as to escort me to the Shrine?" 

For a moment Kolubal struggled for words, but managed to regain his composure almost immediately. "It would be my honour, my Lady," he managed to blurt out, gallantly offering her his arm. 

Chuckling, Adaraic and Edrun watched them go.

"Your presence is also required in the Room of the Spring Flowers, Lord Kolubal," Adaraic called after him. "See that you are there in good time!" He turned to Edrun. "I go now to find my dearly beloved who is around here somewhere. Go find that gorgeous wife of yours and get up to the Chailam. I will see you there."

A short while later Edrun and Jina arrived at the Room of the Spring Flowers, a large, comfortable chamber overlooking the vine bedecked Garden of Ivrian. They had been there many times before and as always took great delight in the beautifully depicted frescoes of gardens of spring flowers that gave the room its name. They were the first to arrive, but they were not alone for long as they were quickly followed by the Lady Meraima with her daughter Karion. With them came Shoma Kalarndu, and shortly afterwards several more men and women. Within a short space of time nearly thirty people were standing around talking quietly, and Edrun realised that all the adult members of the Kalalutorm currently in residence were present. Besides Edrun and Jina Sulandax, there were also several Sugaidian, Kalarndu, and Jemegaidi, as well as Ancar the Chanter, Vaided and Ala Mailaranarad, and the twins Inadis and Karion Mailaranarad.

Except for Kolubal, who was sulking at having been torn untimely from the side of his light of love, all looked deeply worried, for such a meeting was most unusual. All were aware that it could only mean that a matter of deep and immediate concern was about to be announced. Lord Adaraic did not keep them waiting for long.

"My Brothers, my Sisters! Cousins and Cousines. I have summoned you here on a matter of the Gathering and no others are present save only the Lord Ancar, Enlightened of the Glories of Luté, who, as Adin of Her Temple, is our peer and our Brother in spirit. I much desired the presence of Lady Ancaludan, but she declined to attend, pleading tiredness."

"By your leave, Lord Ryna," said Ancar, rising from his chair by the fire. "As you may be aware, the Lady Harané has been awakened to the glory of Luté but has not, of course, reached Enlightenment. That may only be attained after many years of study and hard work. As an Awakened, she may still use all her names, but we know that she is Enlightened in her heart. She has chosen already to eschew her Clan names, and like those of us who have achieved Enlightenment she no longer engages herself in the affairs of her Clan or of the Gathering. She is a very devout and holy young woman, and, like us, she has dedicated herself wholly to the service and the affairs of the Swan Queen, our only focus and our home forever."

"That, then, is her choice," said Lord Adaraic gravely, "and we respect it, and her. But in that case, we must continue without her, for the hour is growing late and I would not detain you for longer than need be.
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