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BOOK 9

DAY 2 IN THE MONTH OF LEAVES THE CALM BETWEEN THE STORMS




PROLOGUE


King Croener of Toom bought dung for his fields
 to make the grass grow deeper.
 But found one day that warlords in gray
 would sell their sons far cheaper.


- Nursery rhyme alluding to King Croenert, who hired cheap mercenaries from Internook to attack Lonnock

 



 



In South Crowthen, King Anders had been entertaining guests all night. Among them were a dozen fierce old warlords from Internook with their sealskin capes and horned helms. They’d sailed on ships painted like gray serpents, and the smell of sea salt clung to their beards. Their silver-gold hair was braided; the wind had burned their faces raw.

Any lord but Anders would have sought to buy their loyalty. The warlords of Internook were notoriously cheap. But Anders offered no money. He merely filled them with strong drink and tales of the treachery of Gaborn Val Orden. By midnight they were pounding the wooden tables with their silver mugs and shouting for the boy’s head. To celebrate their decision, they killed a hog and dyed their braids in blood, then painted their faces with streaks of green, yellow, and blue. They’d take no pay for their services other than the spoils of war.

Thus Anders bought half a million berserkers for less than a steel eagle’s worth of strong ale and a butchered sow.

Beside them the Lady Vars, counselor to the queen of Ashoven, watched how Anders worked the warlords of Internook  with a reticent smile. She refused to touch even so much as a drop of his best wine. She was a stately woman, beautiful and cunning, with flashing gray eyes the color of slate.

As he urged the warlords to dispatch their ships to the Courts of Tide, the lady’s lips drew tight. Though she tried to appear neutral, King Anders knew she stood against him. Too bad for her.

When the warlords were deep in their cups, she excused herself from the dining hall and fled to the docks, no doubt feeling lucky to escape his realm with her life.

But a storm was brewing in the northern sea, Anders knew. He went out into the night as Lady Vars sneaked away. From the door Anders could hear the wind singing over the whitecaps miles away, could smell ice in the salt air.

The beast within Anders stirred at the smell. It circled in his breast like a restless dog. It suggested a small spell that would insure that wind would fill the sails of the counselor’s ship, and urge it onto the rocks. Ashoven’s queen would no doubt find the wreckage on her own shores. She’d mourn her faithful servant’s demise, never knowing what warning she might have borne. Perhaps the next counselor Ashoven sent would be more malleable.

Anders stood for a long moment in the doorway of his keep, listening to the receding hooves of Lady Vars’s horse as it clattered over the cobblestone streets of the King’s Way. Thick clouds above sealed out the starlight, and the fires in the Great Hall cast a ruddy glow over the cold ground that seemed to strain to reach beyond the courtyard. Somewhere down in the city below, a dog began howling. Soon, a dozen others joined their voices with its keen wail.

He whispered the spell that would end the lady’s life, and sauntered back to the Great Hall.

A one-eyed warlord named Olmarg watched him knowingly as he returned. Olmarg stood at the table, leaning over the roast pig. He cut an ear off, chewed as he said in his thick accent, ‘She bolted on us.’

‘That she did,’ Anders admitted. Several other lords looked  up through bleary eyes, too far gone into their cups to bother speaking.

‘Knew she would,’ Olmarg said. ‘The ladies of Ashoven have no taste for wine or war. Now that she’s gone, we won’t have to bridle our tongues.’

Anders smiled. Moments ago he’d have thought the man too drunk to think clearly. ‘Agreed.’

Olmarg said, ‘Our land is a cold one, and in the long winters our young men have naught to do but huddle in the keeps under the furs, warming the wenches. For as long as our old ones remember, we’ve sold our sons to the highest bidder. We need this war. We need the plunder. More than that, we need lands in the south. And there’s none better to be had than Mystarria. Do you really think we can hold it?’

‘With ease,’ Anders assured him. ‘Gaborn’s forces are in disarray. There is far more than just the reavers for them to worry about. When Raj Ahten destroyed the Blue Tower, he killed the vast majority of Gaborn’s Dedicates. Though there be many lords in Mystarria, few of them are Runelords.’

He let those last words settle in. Mystarria was the wealthiest land in all of Rofehavan. For centuries it had been well protected from attack - not because its castles were unassailable, but because of the number and power of its Runelords. With their wealth, the kings of Mystarria bought forcibles - magical branding irons - made from rare blood metal. They used those forcibles to draw attributes such as strength and wit from their subjects.

Now, without Runelords to protect it, the kingdom of Mystarria would not be able to stand for long.

‘What’s more,’ Anders continued, ‘to your advantage the vast majority of Gaborn’s troops have marched west to drive Raj Ahten from Mystarria’s borders. They’ll have a tough job of it, for Raj Ahten has leveled several castles, and his men hold the strongest that remain. Gaborn will have to spend his men to dislodge Raj Ahten. With any luck the two are already at one another’s throats. That leaves Gaborn open to attack. Now it has turned his coastline into Gaborn’s soft underbelly.’

‘Soft, maybe,’ Olmarg said, ‘but soft enough? Mystarria’s men outnumber mine twenty to one. Even with your help -’

‘Not mine alone,’ Anders assured him. ‘Beldinook will sweep down from the north, joining us.’

‘Beldinook?’ Olmarg asked, as if he could not have hoped for such a boon. Beldinook was the second-largest kingdom in all of Rofehavan. ‘You think old King Lowicker will bestir himself ?’

‘Lowicker is dead,’ Anders said with finality.

At that, several warlords gasped. ‘How?’ ‘When?’ One fellow downed a mug in the old king’s honor.

‘I got word only hours ago,’ Anders said. ‘Lowicker was murdered today by Gaborn’s own hand. His fat daughter is a surly creature. Surely she will demand vengeance.’

‘Poor girl,’ Olmarg said. ‘I have a grandson who is not particular about his women. Perhaps I should send him to court her.’

‘I was thinking of sending my own son,’ Anders grinned.

Olmarg lifted a mug of ale in salute. ‘May the better man win.’

At that, Anders’s wife got up from her seat at the dinner table and shot Anders a glare. She’d been so quiet the past hour, he’d all but forgotten her. ‘I’m going to bed,’ she said. ‘I can see that you gentlemen will be up all night trying to figure out how to carve up the world.’ She lifted the skirts of her gown and walked stiffly upstairs to the tower loft.

There was a long silence. A burning log shifted in the hearth, as it steadily crumbled to ash.

‘Carve up the world . . .’ Olmarg intoned. ‘I like the sound of that!’ The unabashed greed that shone from his single eye gave Anders pause. There was a hardness to his jaw that Anders found chilling. Olmarg was a man without compunction. ‘And Gaborn is still a pup. It will take little to strike off his head. If I can take a few key cities quickly - dispatch his remaining Dedicates . . . Gaborn would never be able to retaliate.’

Anders smiled. Olmarg saw things more clearly with one eye than most could with two. The world was turning upside down.  It was true that Gaborn’s forces vastly outnumbered them, but without Runelords to lead those forces . . .

‘Carving up the world should not be so hard to do,’ Anders said. ‘I want very little of it. I’ll take Heredon.’ Olmarg raised a single white brow. Heredon was no small bit of land, but Olmarg would have no use for it. ‘Lowicker’s daughter will want western Mystarria, along with her vengeance. You’ll want the coast -’

‘Everything within two hundred miles of shore,’ Olmarg said sternly.

‘A hundred and fifty,’ Anders suggested. ‘We’ll want to leave something for the others.’

‘Others?’

‘I’ve received missives from Alnick, Eyremoth, and Toom. Dignitaries should be arriving shortly.’

‘A hundred and fifty,’ Olmarg agreed. But he added thoughtfully, ‘On the other hand, what if Gaborn is indeed the Earth King? Could we stand against him? Dare we stand against him?’

Anders laughed, a sound that reverberated through the quiet room and made the hounds sleeping before the hearth look up in anticipation. ‘He’s nothing but a fraud.’

But Anders tried to sound more self-assured than he felt. The beast hidden within him lent him special powers. Anders could hear voices carried on the wind from far off. He could smell scents from miles away. But even the wind took time to travel.

He wished that he knew how Gaborn’s battle with Raj Ahten had ended. But that news would not come until later.

At Anders’s assertion, Olmarg sliced off the pig’s other ear, and they celebrated.

With these affairs of state in hand, Anders climbed to the towers of his castle early in the night, found his wife brushing her hair in the bedchamber.

Her back was stiff with anger. As he crossed the room, she followed him with her eyes, raking her brush through her hair as if she were trying to rid it of burrs.

‘You seem upset,’ Anders said casually. He knew the source of her anger, sought to divert her attention. ‘You should be overjoyed. The news was good today. I have done little but worry about the reavers rumored to be in North Crowthen, and now we hear that my cousin has driven them back.’

‘A lucky shot with a ballista killed their fell mage,’ his wife groused, ‘and the sorceresses beneath her harvested her brain. There is nothing to rejoice about. They’ll return in greater numbers.’

‘Yes,’ Anders said, as if to put a bright face on it. ‘But next time, my cousin will be better prepared for them.’

His wife did not speak for a long moment. He let the tension build, until the words broke from her. ‘Why do you lower yourself like this? We should have no dealings with barbarians from Internook. They stink of filth and whale blubber. And those tales you told -’

‘Were all true,’ King Anders countered.

‘True?’ she demanded. ‘You accused Gaborn Val Orden of murdering King Lowicker?’

‘Lowicker defied Gaborn today, denied him passage through Beldinook, just as I said. For that, Gaborn slaughtered him as a man would slaughter a steer.’

‘How do you know this? There have been no couriers!’ she shouted. ‘There could not have been: I’d have seen them.’

Years of neglecting his physical needs had left Anders thin and starved-looking, a rag of a man. He drew himself up, trying to appear authoritative. ‘I received the message privately.’ He did not want to argue the point. His wife knew full well that she had been at the table with him all afternoon. Had even a private messenger arrived, she’d have seen him.

Her mouth twisted in anger. He could tell that she was about to rail at him. He silently gathered a spell, reached out and touched her lips with his forefinger. ‘Shhh . . .’ he said. ‘A message did come by word of mouth only. No doubt we will hear more details by morning.’

A confused expression slowly spread across her face. She said no more. He expected that she would be incapable of  gathering her thoughts enough to speak for an hour, at least.

He opened the door to the balcony, stepped out. The stars blazed above the dark rooftops of the city. The night watchmen walked along the castle walls just below his keep. A cool wind whipped about, racing south. In the distance, he heard the shriek of a burrow owl. Otherwise the city was dead.

King Anders lifted his face, felt the wind glide through his hair, and basked in the sensation. In his breast, the beast stirred. He knew what the beast wanted. Anders whispered, ‘Kill Gaborn’s queen, lest her son become greater even than his father.’

He blew out softly, so that the sound of his words might drift to far lands, adding a little more force to the rising storm.
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TONGUES OF LIGHTNING

Truth is stronger than many armies, and the wicked shall fall before it.

- A proverb of the Ah’kellah

 



 



Night had fallen in earnest while the Brotherhood of the Wolf rode south, but when the warriors reached Carris there was light to see by. An inferno blazed in a stone tower, its roof and inner chambers incandescent, as if it were a giant torch. Watch fires licked the city walls.

Lightning split the night on the southern horizon, like the flickering tongue of a serpent that spoke words of thunder.

The riders let their horses race the last two miles, harnesses and armor jangling. Of the forty lords in the retinue, only three had brought lances. They rode point, lest they should come upon a reaver in the darkness.

Ash mingled with rain so that mud pummeled them from the sky with the weight of mercury. It oozed through Myrrima’s cloak.

As the riders crested the hill above the Barrens Wall, the men around Myrrima gasped in amazement. ‘See there!’ one cried. He pointed to the yawning pit from which the world worm had risen. It looked like a small volcano - a cone two hundred yards across and three hundred high. Steam billowed from its crown.

Only fires lit the scene. Yet with the endowments of sight, smell, and hearing that Myrrima had recently taken, everything seemed preternaturally clear.

Myrrima had taken endowments only yesterday. She could still almost hear the yelps of pain from the pups as they gave their sight and hearing to her.

Myrrima’s heart pounded. She wondered if the worm might still be about, but saw no sign of a worm trail. It had retreated into the hole from which it had sprung.

It was hard to comprehend the devastation, to try to imagine the battle that had taken place here. Gaborn had driven his troops to Carris, heeding the Earth’s summons, believing that he would find the city besieged by Raj Ahten’s troops. Instead he’d found Raj Ahten surrounded by a ghastly horde of reavers, trapped.

He’d used his newfound powers as Earth King to summon a world worm - a beast of legend - from the Earth’s core to dislodge the reavers.

The aftermath of that battle would be sung for a thousand years, Myrrima felt sure. The carnage took her breath away.

To the south lay a field of dead reavers, enormous and black in the darkness, their wet carapaces gleaming in the wan light as if they were a plague of dead frogs. Men and women swarmed among them, torches in hand. The plains were terribly broken and uneven, pocked with thousands of burrows. Squads of troops armed with spears and battle-axes were searching every nook for live reavers. But not all of the people out there were warriors. Some were coming from the city to cart off the dead and wounded - mothers looking for sons, children hunting for parents.

A reaver suddenly lunged from a burrow three quarters of a mile away, and out on the plain screams arose with the blaring of warhorns. The reaver charged straight for a knot of footmen. Knights on chargers galloped to intercept the monster.

‘By my father’s honor,’ shouted one lord of Orwynne, ‘there’s still reavers about! This battle’s not won yet!’

The lords spurred their mounts down to what was left of the Barrens Wall. Beneath its arch, beside a bonfire, a dozen footmen huddled beneath muddy capes with hands wrapped around their longspears.

‘Halt!’ they called as the lords approached. A couple of guards struggled up. They wore mismatched armor, marking them as Knights Equitable.

Their bright eyes reflected the firelight. Jubilantly their leader shouted, ‘Most of the reavers are in a rout - fleeing south the way that they came. Skalbairn asks that any man who can bear a lance give chase with him! But there’s still a few of the damned things holed up in their burrows, if you’ve a mind to fight here.’

‘Skalbairn is chasing the horde in the dark? In the rain?’ Sir Hoswell shouted. ‘Is he mad?’

‘The Earth King is with us, and no one can stand against us!’ the guard shouted. ‘If you’ve ever had a fancy to slay a reaver and win some glory, tonight’s the night for it. Some simpleton from Silverdale killed a dozen on the city walls today with nothing more than a pickax. True men like you should do as well - or better.’ His tone was challenging.

The guard raised a wineskin in salute. Myrrima saw that the man’s eyes gleamed from more than mere jubilation. He was half drunk, reveling in the victory. Obviously Skalbairn’s men didn’t know that Gaborn could no longer warn his Chosen warriors of danger.

Even though they’d been Chosen only a few hours ago, Myrrima could see how these men were already becoming complacent. Why should they keep a close guard so long as the Earth King would warn them of danger?

Obviously, Skalbairn’s men hadn’t heard the latest. Gaborn had used his abilities to dislodge the reavers from Carris, but in the aftermath of the battle, he’d sought to use his gift to kill Raj Ahten.

For misusing those protective powers, the Earth had withdrawn them - including the ability to warn Gaborn’s Chosen warriors of danger.

These men, blithely celebrating their victory, had no idea how much trouble they were in. The Earth had charged Gaborn to help ‘Save a seed of mankind through the dark times to come.’ Full night was not yet upon them.

Myrrima glanced right and left at the lords of the Brotherhood of the Wolf - sober men with hard faces. They’d come to fight, but hadn’t bargained for such madness.

‘I’ll warn Paldane’s men,’ Sir Giles of Heredon offered.

‘Wait,’ Myrrima said. ‘Are you sure that’s wise? Who knows where the rumors might fly, how the tale might grow in its travels?’

‘The Earth King warned us that he has lost his powers in order to save our lives,’ Baron Tewkes of Orwynne said. ‘He can’t hide the truth, and we can’t hide it for him.’

If she were to tell Gaborn’s secret, Myrrima feared she might betray a man who had never unjustly sought to harm another. Yet if she withheld the news, innocent men would die. To tell was the lesser evil.

Sir Giles took leave of them and galloped toward Carris.

‘The rest of us will need to warn Skalbairn,’ Tewkes said. He dismounted for a moment, cinched his saddle for a fast ride. Others drew weapons, and more than one man brought out a stone to sharpen a lance or a warhammer.

Myrrima licked her lips. She wouldn’t be riding south with the others tonight. Gaborn had said that she would find her wounded husband a third of a mile north of the city, near the great mound. But reavers were still hiding out on the field. She tried not to worry.

‘Do you want me to come with you, milady?’ a voice asked, startling her. Sir Hoswell’s horse had sidled up to her, and he was bending near. ‘To find your husband? I told you that if you ever need me, I’ll be at your back.’

She could barely make out his face beneath his hood. Hoswell leaned close, as if expecting her to fall into his arms at the first sight of blood.

Hah! she thought. Maybe when the stars have all burned down to ashes!

He had tried to seduce her once. When she resisted his advances, he’d tried to force her. He’d apologized, but she still didn’t trust him, even though she had enough endowments now that she knew he would never try to force her again.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ll go alone. Why don’t you find some reavers to kill?’

‘Very well,’ Hoswell said. He drew his steel greatbow from its pack, began carefully to unwrap the oiled canvas that protected it from the rain.

‘You’ll fight with that?’ she asked.

Hoswell shrugged. ‘It’s what I use best. A shot to the “sweet triangle” . . .’

Myrrima spurred her own mount away from the other lords, rode under the arch toward the largest knot of dead reavers. Borenson would have fallen in the thick of battle. She imagined that he would be there.

In the distance, she could hear others searching the battlefield, calling for loved ones. They shouted different names, but all were the self-same cry: ‘I am alive: are you?’

‘Borenson? Borenson!’ she called.

She had no way to know how severe his wounds might be. If he lay trapped beneath a fallen reaver, she’d make light of it. If he was disemboweled, she’d stuff his guts in and nurse him back to health. She tried to steel herself for whatever she would find.

She imagined what she would say when she found him, rehearsed a hundred variations of, ‘I love you. I’m a warrior now, and I’m coming with you to Inkarra.’

He would object - perhaps on good grounds. She had only gained a little skill with a bow.

She would persuade him.

As Myrrima drew close to the fell mage’s final battleground, she smelled the remnants of the monster’s curses. Residual odors clung like a mist to the low ground.

Even two hours after the mage’s death, the curses’ effects were astonishing. ‘Be blind,’ a curse still whispered, and her sight dimmed. ‘Be dry as dust’; sweat oozed from her pores. ‘Rot, O thou child of man’; her stomach knotted and every scratch felt as if it might pucker into a festering wound.

She rode in the shadows of reaver corpses that loomed on every side. She gazed in awe at crystalline teeth like scythes. She caught movement from the corner of her eye. Her heart  leapt in her throat to see a reaver’s maw open.

She yanked her mount’s reins to turn it back, but realized that the reaver did not hiss or move.

It was dead. Its maw merely creaked open as the monster cooled. Its muscles were contracting like a clam’s as it dries in the sun.

Myrrima looked around. All of the reavers’ mouths were opening by slow degrees.

The air seemed heavy. No katydid buzzed in a thicket. No wind sighed through the leaves of any trees, for the reavers had uprooted every plant.

‘Borenson!’ she shouted. She scanned the ground, hoping the reflected firelight might reveal the form of her husband buried beneath a layer of soot.

A trio of gree whipped past her head, wings squeaking as if in torment.

Through the tangled legs of a dead reaver, she glimpsed a flickering light, and suddenly she had the wild hope that Borenson had lit the fire.

She spurred her mount. Around a bonfire had gathered a crowd of warriors from Indhopal. Myrrima felt unnerved by them, even though today they’d fought beside her people against the reavers.

These were no ordinary warriors. They were dark nomads who wore black robes over their armor, as some symbol of status. Their headgear bore steel plates that fell down over the ears to protect the shoulders.

Nine of Raj Ahten’s dead Invincibles lay before the fire. The nomads seemed to be preparing to consign the deceased to a funeral pyre.

Among the dead Invincibles lay a girl with dark hair, practically a child. She rested upon a riding robe of fine red cotton, embroidered with exquisite gold threads to form curlicues like the tendrils of vines. On her temple rode a thin silver crown that accentuated her dark skin.

She wore a sheer dress of lavender silk, and in her hand someone had placed a silver dagger.

Myrrima had come upon Saffira, Raj Ahten’s dead wife. Gaborn had sent Myrrima’s husband to fetch Saffira from Indhopal so that she might plead with him to cease his attacks on Gaborn’s people. Gaborn could have searched the world and found no one better to sue for peace. Rumor said that Saffira had taken hundreds of endowments of glamour and voice. She would have been more alluring than any woman alive, would have spoken more eloquently.

Obviously Borenson had found Saffira and brought her to the siege at Carris. Now she lay dead, among a few Invincibles. Myrrima imagined that the Invincibles had been her royal escort, and suspected that her husband would be nearby.

The leader of the Indhopalese was immediately recognizable. Every eye in the crowd rested on him, and many nomad warriors knelt before him - some on one knee, some on two.

He sat atop a gray Imperial warhorse, glaring down at the dead, talking in an even, dangerous tone. His dark eyes glowed in the firelight as if he struggled to hold back tears of rage. On the right breast of his black robe he wore the emblem of Raj Ahten, the three-headed wolf in red. Above the wolves were golden owl’s wings, and above them flew three stars.

His insignia identified him as more than an Invincible or even a captain of Invincibles.

At his feet, several men in black burnooses knelt on hands and knees. One answered him in a frightened voice.

Myrrima seemed to have wandered into a confrontation. She didn’t want to have anything to do with it.

A tall Invincible came up from the shadows behind her, a man with a forked beard and ivory beads woven into his black hair. The firelight reflected from his dark eyes and golden nose ring.

He grinned at her, and Myrrima could not tell if it was meant as a seductive grin or a friendly greeting. He jutted his chin toward the Indhopalese leader. He whispered, ‘You see? He Wuqaz Faharaqin, warlord of the Ah’kellah.’

The news struck through Myrrima like a lance. Even in Heredon she had heard those names. Among Raj Ahten’s  warriors, Wuqaz Faharaqin was one of the most powerful. And of all the desert tribes, the Ah’kellah were the most respected. They were judges and lawgivers of the desert, hired to settle disputes among tribes.

The fact that Wuqaz Faharaqin was angry did not bode well for the object of his wrath.

The Invincible reached up a hand clumsily, as if he seldom greeted in this manner. ‘I am Akem.’

‘What has happened here?’ Myrrima asked.

‘His nephew, Pashtuk, murdered today,’ Akem said. ‘Now he question witnesses.’

‘Faharaqin’s nephew murdered someone?’

‘No, Pashtuk Faharaqin was murdered.’ He nodded toward an ugly dead Invincible who lay, as if in a place of honor, next to Saffira. ‘He was a captain among Invincibles, a man of great renown, like the others here.’

‘Who killed him?’ Myrrima asked.

‘Raj Ahten.’

‘Oh!’ Myrrima breathed softly.

‘Yes,’ Akem said. ‘One of slain live long enough to bear witness. He say, “Raj Ahten call to Invincibles after battle, and try to murder Earth King” - a man who his own cousin by virtue of marriage to Iome Vanisalaam Sylvarresta. To fight a cousin, this is a great evil. To kill one’s own men, this is also evil.’ He did not say it, but Myrrima could hear in his tone that Raj Ahten would have to pay.

‘These men,’ Akem indicated the kneeling Invincibles, ‘found the dying witness.’

Wuqaz Faharaqin questioned the witnesses one by one. As he did, his eyes blazed brighter and brighter.

Derisive shouts arose from the crowd. One lord strode forward, pointing at the witnesses. Myrrima did not need Akem to translate. ‘This man say the witness no good. Need more than one witness. He say Raj Ahten would not seek to kill Earth King.’

Myrrima could hardly restrain her rage. ‘I saw it!’

Wuqaz Faharaqin growled at her outburst, asked a question  in his native tongue. Akem looked up at Myrrima and translated, ‘Please, to tell name?’

‘Myrrima,’ she said. ‘Myrrima Borenson.’

Akem’s eyes widened. A hush fell over the crowd as men whispered her name to one another. ‘Yes,’ Akem said, ‘I thought so - the northern woman with the bow. You slew the Darkling Glory. We have all heard! We are honored.’

Myrrima felt astonished. News traveled fast. ‘It was a lucky shot.’

‘No,’ Akem said. ‘There is not so great luck in all the world, I think. You must tell your story.’

Myrrima nudged her mount closer to the bonfire so that she could speak to Wuqaz face-to-face.

‘I was thirty miles north of here when Raj Ahten caught up to Gaborn. There was murder in the Wolf Lord’s eyes, and he’d have killed Gaborn sure, if Binnesman’s wylde had not stopped him. I put an arrow in Raj Ahten’s knee myself, but Gaborn forbade me or anyone else to kill him.’

Akem translated. Wuqaz tried to listen impassively, but his eyes continued to blaze. He spoke and Akem translated. ‘Can you prove that you saw this?’

Myrrima reached into her quiver, drew out the arrow with which she’d shot Raj Ahten. His blood lay black upon its iron tip. ‘Here’s the arrow. Have your trackers smell it. They’ll know Raj Ahten’s scent.’

Akem carried the arrow to Wuqaz. The warlord sniffed it curiously. Myrrima saw that he, too, was a Wolf Lord. He growled low in his throat, spat a few words in his own tongue, and raised the arrow for all to see. Other lords rode close, sniffed at the shaft.

‘The smell of Raj Ahten is indeed upon this arrow,’ Akem translated. ‘His hand pulled the shaft free, and his blood stains its tip.’

‘Tell Faharaqin that I want my arrow back,’ Myrrima said. ‘Someday I intend to use it to finish the job.’

Akem relayed her message, retrieved Myrrima’s arrow. Wuqaz and his men had more questions about her encounter.  They seemed baffled as to why Gaborn had spared Raj Ahten, a man who proved to be his enemy. Myrrima looked at the stern faces among the Ah’kellah, and remembered something she’d once heard: in some places in Indhopal, there is no word for ‘mercy.’ She explained that Gaborn, as Earth King, could not slay one who was Chosen. The Ah’kellah listened intently. They asked what had happened after the fight, where Raj Ahten had gone. She pointed southwest toward Indhopal.

At that, Wuqaz drew his saber from the scabbard at his back, whipped its curved blade overhead, and began shouting. His warhorse grew excited, fought him for control as it danced forward. It reared and pawed the air. Myrrima had to fight her own mount as it backed away.

The Ah’kellah all began to shout, waving swords and warhammers overhead.

‘What will happen?’ Myrrima asked.

‘Raj Ahten did great abomination to attack Earth King. Such deed cannot go unpunished. Wuqaz say, “Raj Ahten has sided with reavers against own cousin, against own tribe.” He say, “Raise Atwaba!”’

‘What is that?’

‘In ancient time, when king do wrong, witnesses raise Atwaba, “Cry for Vengeance.” If people get angry, they kill king - maybe.’

Wuqaz Faharaqin spoke encouragingly to his men.

‘He warn, “Raise cry loud in markets,”’ Akem translated. ‘Let not your voice tremble. Retreat not from kaif who challenges, or from guards that threaten. If all Indhopal does not rise against Wolf Lord, they must know why Ah’kellah do so.’

With that pronouncement, Wuqaz Faharaqin leapt from his charger and rushed to his nephew’s corpse. He raised his sword, stared down at the remains, and began shouting.

‘He ask spirit to be appeased,’ Akem said, whispering in respect for the dead. ‘He ask it not to wander home or trouble family. Wuqaz Faharaqin promise justice.’

Wuqaz smote off the corpse’s head with the clunk of metal  piercing bone. Men cheered as he lifted his nephew’s head in the air.

‘Now he will carry head to tribe as testament.’

Wuqaz beckoned to the crowd. Tribesmen came forward, Invincibles of the Ah’kellah. They were strong men, austere. Wuqaz Faharaqin took his nephew’s head by the hair, held it high, and shouted. Akem said solemnly, ‘He say, “There must be no king but Earth King.”’

All around, the Ah’kellah repeated the words in chorus, chanting them over and over.

Myrrima’s heart pounded as the Ah’kellah decapitated the other murder victims, bagged the heads. They began to toss the bodies into the funeral pyre. She didn’t understand everything that was going on. She didn’t understand desert justice, desert politics.

Myrrima asked, ‘Will people really rise up against Raj Ahten?’

Akem shrugged. ‘Maybe. Raj Ahten has much endowments of glamour. Wuqaz Faharaqin -’

‘I don’t understand. Raj Ahten has committed injustices against a hundred of your lords before this. Why should his people care if he commits one more?’

‘Because,’ Akem said forcefully, ‘now there is Earth King.’

Everything fell into place. This wasn’t about Raj Ahten. This was not just about a small injustice. It was about self-preservation: Raj Ahten had not been able to drive the reavers from Carris. But Gaborn had proven himself. So Wuqaz would seek to overthrow his lord.

She felt as if she had stepped into great events. Her testimony today, however small, would start a civil war.

Myrrima stayed for a moment longer, watched as the slender form of Saffira was consigned to the funeral pyre. She studied Saffira’s lovely face, tried to imagine the girl in life, with a thousand endowments of glamour. Imagination failed her.

She turned her horse to leave. Akem folded his hands before his face and bowed low, out of respect. ‘Peace be with you. May the Bright Ones protect you.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And may the Glories guide your hand.’

She rode into the thick of the reaver bodies, into the darkness.

She found Borenson’s horse, smashed like a melon. A search revealed only her husband’s helm, a few bodies. But in the soft ground she found a man’s handprints. Big hands, like her husband’s.

He’s crawled off, she thought. He might be making for the city even now, or maybe he crawled away and fainted.

Myrrima climbed from her saddle, retrieved Borenson’s helm. She sniffed the ground for his scent, but the rain and stench from the reavers’ curses confounded her. She could not track him. She considered where she might find the best vantage point from which to look for her husband. The mound around the worm’s crater on Bone Hill seemed perfect.

She climbed to the lip of the crater. It was hard to imagine a living thing that could have bored such a hole.

Firelight reflecting from the clouds showed only a yawning pit. By inclining her ear, Myrrima could hear water churning somewhere in that void. The worm’s course had cut through a subterranean river, forming a waterfall. But it was far below. If she stepped away from the hole, the sound faded.

Myrrima walked among the scree, sinking into loose soil with every step.

The ground was wet and unsettled. Bits of dirt cascaded into the crater. Myrrima’s footing shifted as if the mound might suddenly slide beneath her, carrying her to her doom. Instinctively she eased back to safety.

The destruction of Carris was doubly apparent from atop the mound. But the view revealed nothing of her husband.

‘Borenson!’ cried Myrrima, as she scanned the plain in a circle. Wuqaz Faharaqin and his men left the bonfire, riding east toward Indhopal.

She glanced toward Carris. Her heart leapt. Guards had set watch fires against the return of any reavers. At the broken  entrance of the city, she saw a warrior with red hair like her husband’s, leaning upon the shoulder of a red-haired girl. He limped toward the city. Between the falling rain and lingering smoke, she could not be sure if it was him.

‘Borenson?’ she shouted.

If it was him, he could not hear her, so far off. He hobbled into the shadows thrown by the barbicans.

 



Carris was a bedlam as Myrrima rode beneath the broken barbicans, searching for her husband.

A week ago Myrrima had celebrated Hostenfest at Castle Sylvarresta. There, for the first time in two thousand years, an Earth King had arisen. The people of Heredon had hosted by far the finest celebration she’d ever witnessed.

As she had strolled through the concourses outside Castle Sylvarresta, brightly colored pavilions had covered the fields like gems in a copper bracelet, greened with age. The entrance to each pavilion was decorated with wheat stalks braided in intricate patterns, and wooden icons of the Earth King all arrayed in finery.

The smell of sweetmeats and fresh breads wafted through the air. Music swelled from a hundred sites around the city.

It had seemed a feast for the senses.

At the turn of each corner she met some new wonder: a jester in parti-colored clothes, carrying a wooden fool’s head on a stick, came riding past her on a huge red sow. A young flameweaver out of Orwynne drew the flames of a fire until they rose up and burst into flowing shapes like golden lilies in bloom. A woman with five endowments of voice rendered an aria so beautiful that it left the heart aching for days afterward. She’d seen Runelords joust at rings on chargers caparisoned in colors so bright that they hurt the eyes and dancers from Deyazz wearing lionskins.

She’d tasted rare treats - eels kept alive in a pot and cooked fresh before her eyes; a dessert made of sweetened cream and rose petals cooled with ice; and confections stuffed with coconut and pistachios from Indhopal.

It had been a day to delight even the most downcast heart.

Now as she rode through Carris, her ride provided the dark antithesis of that day.

Instead of fair provender, her keen nose registered the stink of animals, spoiling vegetables, cloistered humanity, blood, urine, and war - all made more abominable by the lingering residue of the reavers’ curses.

Instead of seductive music, she was haunted by the entreaties and sobbing of the wounded, mingled with the cries of those who mourned the dead and those who called out for loved ones.

Instead of celebration, there was horror. Myrrima rounded one corner to find half a dozen children, the youngest a girl of two, whispering words of encouragement to a mother that they thought was grievously wounded. A glance told Myrrima that the woman was dead.

A girl of twelve wandered in front of Myrrima’s horse. She had gray eyes, dulled by shock, and her dirty face was cleaned only by the tracks of her tears.

That’s how I looked at that age when my father died, Myrrima realized. Her stomach knotted in sympathetic pain.

She searched for Borenson among thousands of grisly wounded scattered throughout inns, private homes, stables, the duke’s Great Hall, and blankets in the street.

Many wounded struggled near death. The reavers’ curses set wounds to festering in unnatural ways. Gangrene set into abrasions that were only hours old.

The search was a foul chore. Nearly every private household had taken in one or two wounded. The stench of the place assaulted her senses. She could not pick up her husband’s scent among so many competing odors.

‘Borenson!’ she shouted again and again as she rode through the streets, her throat going raw. She began to doubt her own senses, wondered if she’d only imagined that she’d seen her husband heading into the city.

He could be asleep, she thought. Perhaps that’s why he doesn’t answer.

Volunteers worked the battlefield, hauling the dead to the bailey outside the duke’s palace. She worried that Borenson might be among them. Gaborn had said that her husband was wounded. Perhaps he’d died in the past few hours. Or perhaps someone had mistaken him for dead, and even now she might find him barely alive. She made her way toward it, and finally caught her husband’s scent.

She rode with rising trepidation up to the bailey. Thousands of corpses were laid out. Whole families marched among them, carrying torches.

The blasted grass was a gray mat. The dead lay arrayed on blankets in rows. She could smell Borenson now.

Myrrima knew that dead loved ones never look quite as you expect them to. The faces of men that die in battle become pale, leached of blood, while the countenances of strangled men turn bluish-black. The eyes of the dead glaze over, so that it is difficult to tell whether a man had blue eyes or brown. A corpse’s facial muscles can either contract horribly or relax in perfect repose.

Many a woman who has slept with a man for years doesn’t recognize her own husband’s corpse.

In the same way, when Myrrima found Sir Borenson, she did not know him by sight, only by scent.

He knelt over a dead man beneath the remains of a gnarled oak that had dropped all its leaves. His face was leached as pale as cream, and he stared down, his expression so twisted in pain that she would not have known him. Dirty rain matted his hair and covered him with grime, so that he looked like a squalid wild thing. Clotted blood from a groin wound stained his surcoat down the legs. His right hand gripped the handle of a horseman’s battle-ax as if it were a crutch.

He looked as if he had been kneeling like this for hours, as if he might never move again. He had become a statue, a monument to pain.

Only his attire identified him. He wore the same clothes as he had two days past, including the yellow silk scarf that he’d chosen to sport into battle as a sign of her favor.

A little red-haired girl knelt above him, lantern in hand, weeping savagely. They stared down at a dead man who looked so much like Borenson that he might have been a brother.

‘Borenson?’ Myrrima called hesitantly. All the words of comfort that she’d imagined would come so easily suddenly caught in her throat. She could not imagine a wound that would cause the unadulterated agony she saw in his face. She asked softly, ‘What’s wrong?’

He did not look at her. Did not answer. She wasn’t sure that he even heard. His left hand clutched at his belly, as if he’d just taken a blow to the stomach.

Acorns crunched under her horse’s hooves as she approached. As she drew close, she realized that she’d thought that he was unmoving as he knelt. Now she saw that he was trembling all over.

She’d heard tales of men who had seen some great horror and retreated so far into themselves that they never spoke again. Borenson was a warrior. He’d been forced to butcher two thousand Dedicates at Castle Sylvarresta. The deed had so demoralized him that afterward he had quit his service to his king.

Before her knelt a man wounded both in body and spirit. He trembled, and his mind was blank. He was so far gone in pain that he could not weep.

‘Myrrima,’ he said in a stiffly formal voice as he gazed down on the dead man. ‘I’d like you to meet my father.’
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COMMUNION

He who would walk the wizard’s path must abandon roads that common men tread.

- Mystarrian Proverb

 



 



On the road north from Carris, Gaborn still smelled of war. The curses of the reavers’ fell mage clung to him like the smoke of a cooking fire, and sweat soaked the padding beneath his ring mail.

The road was quiet, spooky. Night did not seem to fall from above so much as to rise up like vapors from the hollows of the fields. No birds chirped in the twilight. The hooves of the horses thudded dully on the muddy ground. Though seven people rode in the party, there was barely a creak of harness.

They came to a village. Once, Gaborn had known the name of every hamlet in his realm, but his memory had faded with the loss of his Dedicates in the Blue Tower.

It did not matter. The village was empty; not so much as one yellow dog roamed the streets, wagging its tail. He would offend no one by forgetting its name.

The village was old, cramped, with buildings made of cut stones. Some innkeeper in the distant past had built a hostel that nearly blocked the highway, perhaps imagining that riders were more likely to stop than try to forge their way around it. A few shops had sprung up next to the inn, and cottages next to the shops.

The horses’ footsteps rang louder in the streets. Gaborn heard the ching of his ring mail thrown back from stone walls.

The village lay silent, accusing. No children played in the dirty streets. No washwomen railed at one another over a fence. No cattle bawled, calling the milkmaids to their stools. No one swung an ax, chopping wood for the evening fire. No smoke carried the mouthwatering scent of a roasting hen.

No hammers rang. No stars pierced the cloudy heavens. No children sang.

This is the way the world will look, Gaborn thought, when we are no more.

‘We should have been for killing Raj Ahten,’ Erin Connal said in her thick Fleeds accent, her voice weary.

‘The Earth will not allow it,’ Gaborn answered.

‘Perhaps if we move against his Dedicates,’ Prince Celinor offered. ‘It would not be the same as attacking him personally.’

The thought of attacking Dedicates sickened Gaborn. The Dedicates were innocent, in most cases. Raj Ahten’s beauty was as irresistible as lightning, his voice as overwhelming as thunder. In order for a Runelord to take an endowment from a vassal, the vassal had to offer it up freely. But no one could predict how he might react to Raj Ahten’s sublime entreaties. It was said in Rofehavan that ‘When you look upon the face of pure evil, it will be beautiful.’ Truly, Raj Ahten was beautiful.

Some thought him so persuasive that he deluded himself with his own voice. Certainly he had gulled others often enough - even his own enemies. Women loved him on sight, men honored him. They offered their endowments and their lives in his service, for he told them that serving him would be to their benefit.

The world was heading toward a catastrophe, an all-out war with the reavers. Raj Ahten had already persuaded tens of thousands of people that mankind might survive the coming war only by pooling their attributes, their strength and stamina and wit, into one man who would be their champion. This one man would be immortal, the mythical Sum of All Men.

Of course, not all men were swayed by Raj Ahten’s argument. So he waged war on Rofehavan, seeking to convert its people to his own use.

It was a vile act. Raj Ahten had grown so powerful that Gaborn despaired of whether he could be brought down. With such a rapacious lord, the best way to attack him was indirectly - as Erin said - by killing his Dedicates. For each time a Dedicate died, the lord lost the use of the attribute that the Dedicate provided.

Thus, by slaying a few thousand Dedicates, Raj Ahten could be weakened to the point that he might be defeated in battle.

But who could murder innocent Dedicates? Certainly not Gaborn. The men and women who gave themselves to Raj Ahten were simply too weak-minded to see beyond his exquisite mask. Others loaned Raj Ahten their endowments only through coercion. Yes, Raj Ahten managed to put the forcibles to them and take their attributes, but only because they feared him more than his forcibles.

‘He took children as Dedicates at Castle Sylvarresta,’ Gaborn chided. ‘I’ll not spill the blood of children.’

‘He often did so as well in Indhopal,’ Jureem said. ‘Children and beautiful women - he knew that men of conscience would not easily strike them down.’

Gaborn felt sickened to the core.

Gaborn could bear no more talk of Raj Ahten. The Wolf Lord’s rapaciousness repulsed him. Gaborn thought, I should never have tried to turn him. I should never have hoped to make him an ally.

In the eerie streets, Gaborn stretched out his senses, used his Earth Sight to feel for any danger to his Chosen.

For the past day, he’d focused all his attention on Carris.

The Earth had charged Gaborn with Choosing people, selecting a seed of mankind to ‘save through the dark times to come.’ At the same time the Earth had bestowed upon him the power to sense the danger to his Chosen warriors.

Now, however, he had lost the power to warn them of danger, even though he could still sense it.

Thus weakened, in the event his people were assailed, he might be able to do little more than sense their danger before they died. But he hoped for more. His powers had dwindled,  but he had to hope that if he could sense danger, he might be able to avert some disasters.

So he groped like a blind man, pushing the limits of his gift.

Danger seemed to be lurking everywhere. In Carris battles still raged. Skalbairn’s Knights Equitable fought the reavers, driving them south. Within seconds of each other, two men died. Gaborn felt the loss keenly.

To the west, Raj Ahten fled through the wilderness, retreating toward Indhopal. Strangely, he seemed more dead than alive, and Gaborn could not help but wonder at the situation.

But to Gaborn’s consternation, he sensed . . . dangers that were far more personal and far-reaching than any before. None were imminent. Instead, he could sense . . . layers beneath layers of impending doom. Close at hand, he sensed a threat to his wife, Iome. It would not come soon. Over the past few days, he had begun to learn how to gauge when threats would arise simply by the strength of the warning. He suspected that Iome would not face any danger until tomorrow. Yet he had to wonder at its source, for though he could sense peril, he could not always guess at its cause.

Beneath that lay larger portents. Tens of thousands of people at Carris seemed to be in jeopardy still. From a second attack? he wondered. But the trouble brewing in Carris was farther off than the danger facing Iome. He suspected that it would not strike until tomorrow night or the day after.

Beyond that, a cloud loomed over Heredon again. Gaborn imagined the dangers to be like peeling the layers of an onion. Iome’s danger was great, and nearest at hand. Once it passed, there loomed a larger threat - the tens of thousands at Carris. Later in the week, hundreds of thousands in Heredon might die. . . .

Yet at the ‘core of the onion,’ at the kernel of the matter, he discerned one final catastrophe. It seemed to encompass every single man, woman and child that he had Chosen - a million people spread over half a dozen nations.

The Earth Spirit had warned Gaborn that the fate of mankind  was upon him. Gaborn had accepted the role of becoming mankind’s protector. He’d imagined that the threat would be years in the making. He’d imagined long wars and drawn-out sieges.

But the end of man was nigh. Five days? he wondered - certainly no more than a week. His mouth grew dry, and Gaborn could not catch his breath.

It can’t be! he told himself. I’m imagining it.

But cold certainty began to creep into his bones.

In the streets, shuttered windows stared at him, like vacant eyes. He felt trapped in a hamlet of shadows.

Gaborn spurred his horse, taking a long lead. Iome, Celinor, Erin, Jureem, Binnesman, and the wylde all hurried to keep up. Thankfully, none of them drew near or spoke.

Just north of the village, Gaborn turned left on the track toward Balington. He remembered the village fondly from his youth, and had decided to spend the night there. He recalled its serenity, its lush gardens. It was a place strong in the Earth Powers, a place where he could commune with his master. The village lay only three miles off the road.

The horses made toward a pair of hills that stood like sentinels. The open fields gave way to a grove of majestic beech trees whose limbs soared high overhead.

As they reached the hills, Gaborn rounded a bend. An overturned cart blocked the highway. At the margin of the road, six swarthy figures huddled around a small fire, warming themselves in the cool night.

They leapt up as he approached. All six men were abnormally short, almost dwarfish. They bore an odd array of weapons - the spoke from a wagon wheel, a cleaver, a reaping hook, two axes for chopping wood and a makeshift spear. They wore leather work aprons instead of armor. Their leader had a grizzled beard and eyebrows like woolly black caterpillars.

‘Hold,’ he shouted. ‘Hold where you are. There’s a hundred archers in them trees. Make any false move, and you’ll be leaking like a winepress.’

It took Gaborn a moment to realize that all six ‘men’ were not men at all. Most were boys in their teens - brothers by  the look of them. Like their father, they were so short as to be dwarfish. They had their father’s curly hair and strangely blunt nose. Yet they couldn’t see beyond the light of their campfire; their threat was laughable.

‘A hundred archers?’ Gaborn asked as Iome and the others drew up at his back. ‘I’d think you could turn your king into a pincushion with half as many.’ He rode into the firelight.

The six men dropped to their knees, gaping at the lords before them. ‘We saw your lordship riding south this morning!’ one shouted. ‘We thought looters might head this way. It’s our homes, you see.’

‘And we heard the earth groan, and saw the cloud rise up over Carris!’ another added.

‘Is it true?’ a young man asked. ‘Are you really the Earth King?’ At that, all of the young men knelt and watched Gaborn expectantly.

Am I the Earth King? he wondered. How am I to answer that question now?

He knew what they wanted. Six small men without an endowment between them, come to hold the road against Raj Ahten’s Invincibles. He’d seldom heard of such foolery - or such valor. They wanted his protection. They wanted him to Choose them.

He’d have done so if he could. In the past weeks, he’d had time to reflect on what he valued in mankind. His Days said that he valued men of insight, while others valued men of strength and cunning.

But Gaborn saw now that he valued most those who loved and lived well. He valued men of sound conscience and unwavering resolve, men who dared stand against the darkness when hope was slim. He felt honored to be in the presence of these good common folk.

‘I’m no Earth King,’ Gaborn admitted. ‘I can’t Choose you.’

The lads could not hide their disappointment, not by any act of will - even in the shadows thrown by the campfire. They let out hopeful breaths, and each of them seemed to collapse just a bit.

‘Ah, well,’ the father mused, ‘not the Earth King maybe, but you’re our king. Welcome to Balington, milord.’

‘Thank you,’ Gaborn said.

He spurred his mount ahead in the darkness, past the men and on beneath the beech trees. His friends rode behind. Silence followed at their backs. The night was growing cold. Warm air escaped his nostrils like fog.

He found himself breathing hard, afraid that at any moment a wracking sob would escape.

Another mile down the road, where soft hills flowed together, he reined in his horse, and the others rode up behind. He’d had enough.

‘It’s time,’ Gaborn said to the small group. ‘I must speak with the Earth.’

‘You’ll try so soon?’ Binnesman asked. ‘Are you certain? The Earth withdrew its powers from you only two hours ago. You understand that the chances of a favorable response are slim?’

‘I am certain,’ Gaborn said.

There are ceremonies that wizards perform that common men do not attend. Gaborn looked back at his followers. ‘Jureem, you’ll care for the horses. Erin, Celinor, stay with him. The rest, come with me.’

He dismounted. Clouds were rushing in from the south, and only faint, broken starlight shone overhead.

Iome swung from her mount and took his hand hesitantly. ‘Are you sure you want me there?’

‘Yes,’ Gaborn said. ‘I’m sure.’

Binnesman took his staff and led the way, his wylde in tow. He ushered them up a narrow defile, following a stony path made by goats and cattle.

‘One who approaches the Powers,’ Binnesman counseled as they climbed the trail, ‘one who seeks a boon, must do so in the proper frame of mind. It is not enough to merely seek a blessing. You must be pure of heart and single-minded in your purpose. You must set aside your anger at Raj Ahten, your fears for the future, and your selfish desires.’

‘I’m trying,’ Gaborn said. ‘The Earth and I both want the same thing. We want to save my people.’

‘If you could sublimate your desires wholly,’ Binnesman said, ‘you would be the most powerful wizard that this world has ever known. You would sense the Earth’s needs and become a perfect tool for fulfilling them. Its protective powers would flow to you without restraint. But you have rejected the Earth’s needs on multiple counts. The Earth bade you to save a seed of mankind, yet you seek to save them all - even those like Raj Ahten that you know are unworthy.’

‘I’m sorry!’ Gaborn whispered. But even as he did, he wondered, Who is worthy to live? Even if I regain my powers, who am I to decide?

‘Far more serious than this first offense was the second. You were granted the ability to warn your charges of danger. But you tried to corrupt it, to turn the powers of preservation into a weapon.’

‘Raj Ahten was attacking my men,’ Gaborn objected.

‘You should never have Chosen that one,’ Binnesman said, ‘no matter how great you thought the need. I warned you against it. But once you Chose him, you should not have sought to turn your powers against him. Your deed is the very root and essence of defilement.’

‘Is there no hope?’ Gaborn asked. ‘Is that what you are telling me?’

Binnesman turned, starlight reflecting from his eyes, and planted his staff in the ground. He was huffing after the climb.

‘Of course there’s hope,’ he said firmly. ‘There is always hope. A man who lacks hope is a man who lacks wisdom.’

‘But I’ve done great wrongs,’ Gaborn said. ‘I never should have relied on my own strength. I see that now.’

‘Hmmm . . .’ Binnesman said, with an appraising look. ‘You see it, but have you truly learned? Do you really trust the Earth to protect you, or do you think like a Runelord - do you trust in your endowments?’

Gaborn answered slowly. ‘I didn’t take endowments for  myself, but to better serve my people. I cannot bemoan the choice now. My endowments might still serve mankind.’

‘Humph,’ Binnesman said. He led them to a small clearing and scrutinized Gaborn from beneath his bushy brows. His eyes seemed to Gaborn to be cold pebbles.

Around him, the hills gave rise to dry grasses and a little oak brush. Stones riddled the ground, but the soil smelled rich, delicious. It was the kind of place where Gaborn would have expected to hear the songs of crickets, or mice scurrying in the leaves, or the cries of night owls. But only a dull cold wind sighed over the hills.

Binnesman grumbled, ‘This will do.’

The Earth Warden knelt and spat on the ground. ‘With this libation from my own body, I give you drink, O Master,’ Binnesman said. ‘We seek your help in the hour of our need.’ He nodded toward Gaborn and the others. Each spat in turn.

Binnesman raised his staff, whirled it overhead.



‘Hail, Mother.  
Hail, Protector.  
The Tree of Life shades our home,  
Come, Maker.  
Come, Destroyer.  
Come make us your own.’




He touched the ground with his staff and said softly, ‘Open.’

A tearing sound arose as the roots of dry grass split apart. A slit appeared, spilling dark soil into mounds on each side of a pit.

Gaborn stared into the shallow grave. The rich ground was full of small white pebbles.

Gaborn let go of Iome’s hand and began to disrobe. His eyes flicked toward the green woman to see her reaction, but the wylde, a warrior created by Binnesman from stones and wood, seemed unconcerned with notions of modesty, incurious about Gaborn’s anatomy.

He gazed about, filled with anticipation. In Binnesman’s garden  the Earth had taken physical form, had come to speak to him in person.

But the hills here were bare, and he saw no shadowy figures lurking on their slopes.

With his clothes off, Gaborn climbed down into the soil. He tensed at the touch of the cold ground, but crossed his hands over his chest, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. He whispered, ‘Cover me.’

He lay expectantly for a moment, but nothing happened. The Earth did not fulfill even this small request.

‘Cover him,’ Binnesman said softly.

 



Iome felt unsure why Gaborn had asked her to come. She had no powers, could not help summon the Earth Spirit that he sought. She could give him only one thing: comfort.

He needed it sorely. She didn’t know how to help him greet the future. They still faced a vast array of enemies: Raj Ahten might still badger him from the west, Lowicker’s daughter and King Anders from the north. She’d encountered an assassin from Inkarra, while reavers boiled from the ground beneath their feet.

If we are all to die, Iome decided, then at least we should pass with dignity. She could give Gaborn that much.

But she feared that others would not.

She silently begged the Earth, ‘Please, answer us.’

 



Soil coursed over Gaborn in a flow. Cool dirt intruded everywhere - beneath his fingernails, weighing between his toes, heavy on his chest, pressing against his lips and eyelids.

For several long seconds, he held his breath. As he did, he sent forth his thoughts, his longings.

‘Forgive me. Forgive. I will not abuse the power you’ve loaned me again.’

He stretched out with his mind, listening for an answer. Most often the Earth spoke with the voices of mice or with the cry of a wild swan or with the sound of a twig snapping in the forest. But on rare occasions it spoke as if in the tongues of men.

‘Forgive me,’ Gaborn whispered. ‘I’ll bend to your will. Let me save the seeds of mankind. I ask no more of you. Let me be your servant again.’

He heard no answer.

He imagined the future as it might unfold before him if he did not regain his powers. He envisioned mankind running from reavers, holding out in wooded hills or hiding in caves, fighting as best they could.

He pictured himself using his one remaining power, his ability to recognize danger, to save those within range of his voice.

But in time he would fail. Perhaps he would end up alone, the last man on Earth, his one final gift seen for what it had become: a curse.

He held his breath until his lungs burned and his muscles ached.

Last night as he lay in the grave, the Earth had taken from him the need to breathe, had allowed him to relax every muscle, to slumber in perfect repose.

Tonight . . . he recalled the words that the Earth Spirit had first spoken to him. ‘Once there were Toth upon the land. Once there were duskins. . . . At the end of this dark time, mankind, too, may become only a memory.’

 



The ground trembled faintly. Iome knew that Gaborn had summoned an earthquake at Carris. She thought that this was an aftershock.

But the earth continued shaking. The leaves of trees hissed, and a few boulders rumbled down the hillside. The soil beneath Iome’s feet rattled, until Gaborn was thrust up from the dirt and suddenly sprawled on the surface.

All around, the dust began to mount in the air. Pieces of what looked like gray stone sifted up to the surface, until suddenly she realized that they were bones - the corrupted jaw of a cow, the skull of a horse, a shoulder blade that might have belonged to a wild bear. All of them rose to the surface along with Gaborn.

Gaborn desperately clawed dirt from his face, gasped for breath. He sat up, naked, spitting dust.

The rumbling stopped, and a boulder bounced downhill through the little knot of people.

Binnesman used his staff to point out the bits of bone that had risen. He frowned at them, squatted and stared. ‘You have your answer.’

‘But what does it mean?’ Gaborn asked.

Binnesman scratched his chin. ‘The Earth is speaking to you. What does it mean to you?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Gaborn said.

‘Think about it,’ Binnesman said. ‘The answer will come to you. Trust what you feel. Trust the Earth.’

Without further ado, he took his wylde back down the hillside.

Gaborn crawled about, picking up fragments of bone, staring at them as if to read some message hidden there. Iome brought him his robe, draped it over his shoulders.

‘Bones in the earth . . .’ Gaborn was muttering. ‘The Place of Bones beneath the earth. Search for the Place of Bones.’

Iome needed no wizard to translate for her. Surely Gaborn had to see it: the Earth had rejected him, rejected his plea. She whispered, ‘The land will be covered in bones.’

Gaborn stopped, clutched the skull of a dog against his chest. ‘No! That’s not it at all!’

Iome put her arms around him, tried to hold him and give him comfort.

Gaborn had done his best to be Earth King. He was not a cold man, not a hard man. He was no warrior. If he had been any of those things, she never would have fallen in love with him.

Yet his mistakes were likely to get them all killed.

Am I strong enough to support him in spite of that? she wondered.

‘What will we do now, my love?’ she asked.

Gaborn merely squatted on the ground, naked but for the cloak thrown over him. ‘First we must warn Skalbairn and the rest of my troops that I’ve lost my powers. After that, we will do what the Earth demands.’
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A CONTRARY MAN


The gullible often mistake the pronouncements of cynics
 for true insight. Cynics will warn that all men are corrupt,
 and that existence is fruitless. But a wise man knows that
 not all men are corrupt, and that life brings joy as well
 as sorrow.
 The cynics’ pronouncements are merely half-truths, the
 dark side of wisdom.


- From the journal of King Jas Laren Sylvarresta

 



 



‘The problem is,’ High Marshal Skalbairn said, as he and Sir Chondler rode through the night woods in pursuit of the reavers, ‘Gaborn loves his people too much, and Raj Ahten loves them too little.’ Skalbairn had received a cryptic warning from Gaborn, who had taken refuge at Balington. Both Skalbairn and Chondler were still trying to make sense of it.

Marshal Chondler replied, ‘Mark my words, nothing good will come of it. Men are never content to merely plant the seeds of their own destruction. They must first till and dung the ground, then nurture and water the tender sprout of it, until at last they’re ready to reap the full harvest.’

High Marshal Skalbairn guffawed at the comment. ‘No one would knowingly court disaster.’ Chondler’s mount forged through the trees ahead of Skalbairn’s, and the marshal let a limb fly back and slap Skalbairn in the face. Obviously he did so in retribution for the rude noise.

‘Ah, I’m wounded,’ Skalbairn said.

‘Sorry.’

‘If that’s the most significant wound I take this night, I’ll be glad for it,’ Skalbairn replied.

He was preparing another attack on the reavers soon. He wanted to reach a knoll where Sir Skerret, a far-seer, had lit a signal lantern in warning, but not a single damned trail seemed to lead to that knoll. The night was still overcast; and so high up in the Brace Mountains, the misting rain was turning to snow.

‘Men do court disaster in a hundred ways,’ Chondler affirmed. ‘For example, have you ever noticed how easily a man can turn a virtue into a vice?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Why, when I was a lad I knew a woman so charitable that everyone praised her. She baked bread for the poor, gave coins to the poor, gave her cow - and finally her house. At last she found herself begging on the streets outside of Broward, where she died one winter. Thus her virtue grew into a vice that consumed her.’

‘I see,’ Skalbairn said. ‘And you think this happens often?’

‘Ah,’ Chondler said. ‘But my story is not done: now, this very same woman had a son, who, when he saw that he had lost his inheritance, went about the countryside as a highwayman, robbing every man he chanced upon. No one could seem to catch him, and he thought himself to be a wondrously great robber, so that he was always bragging, “What a great highwayman I am!” And thus he was crowing to his cohorts at the very moment that I crept near to his camp and planted an arrow through his throat.’

‘Hah, good move,’ Skalbairn said.

‘So, like the mother we either turn our virtues into a vice, or else like the son we convince ourselves that vice is virtue. But in either case we plant the seeds of our own destruction.

‘Our grand Earth King Gaborn Val Orden thinks that his love of mankind is a merit - while it serves to destroy him, and us with him. Meanwhile Raj Ahten hopes to ride us all like mules till we drop.’

‘Hah,’ Skalbairn chuckled. ‘What a circular argument!’ He  spoke the words as if in praise, but secretly he thought that Chondler was a contrary fellow who merely wished that he was a deep thinker.

‘And we’re stuck between the bastards! Well, damn all them kings and high lords, I say. It’s every man for himself from here on out.’ Sir Chondler reined in his horse and peered ahead. ‘I can’t see a path.’

Skalbairn had not known that the woods here in the Brace Mountains could be so murky. The pines didn’t seem to branch overhead so much as press in his face; the wind-twisted limbs sometimes tangled like yarn.

After a moment, Sir Chondler blindly forged ahead.

Then he pronounced, as if he had just come to a momentous decision, ‘I’m going to join this “Brotherhood of the Wolf.” What say you?’

Skalbairn didn’t know what to think. The rumors from Carris were so strange that he wanted to learn more before making a commitment.

Raj Ahten had attacked Gaborn. That was a baffling move. And in that attack Gaborn had somehow lost his Earth Powers.

This was perhaps the most discomfiting news Skalbairn had heard in his life. He’d not have believed it if Gaborn hadn’t sent a warning, written in his own hand.

Skalbairn clutched the parchment in his fist even as he rode. In the warning, Gaborn told Skalbairn: ‘Break off your attack until I join you tomorrow.’

Skalbairn didn’t know what to think. But as High Marshal of the Righteous Horde of Knights Equitable, many would watch to see whom he served.

‘Me?’ Skalbairn asked. He parried a limb with his ax. ‘I’ve forsworn myself too often. I swore fealty first to Lord Brock of Toom when I was a lad, and then to the Knights Equitable, and now to the Earth King. I’m getting too old for this. I think I’ll just let my allegiance lie where it’s fallen.’

‘But that’s my point,’ Chondler argued. ‘It’s not as if you haven’t forsworn yourself before.’

‘True. But you’d have me break oath with the Earth King after only three days. That’s fickle even for a Knight Equitable! Besides, not all men are such fools as you think. Gaborn’s story is not all told yet.’

Chondler laughed. ‘You have more faith in the lad than I do.’ He drew rein, peered ahead through the swirling flakes of snow. ‘Pshaw!’ he said in disgust. ‘The path is gone. And we’re in a fine spot for an ambush.’

‘True enough,’ Skalbairn answered, preparing to turn his horse around.

‘Listen,’ Chondler warned. ‘We must be close.’ He doffed his helm, cocked his head.

Skalbairn pulled off his own helm and relished the cold touch of ice crystals on his sweaty brow. The air was thick in his nostrils. He could easily discern the sound of reavers - tens of thousands of them just over the hill. The horde trampled trees in its passage, mashing them to pulp, and pounded large sandstone boulders to gravel. The ground rumbled, and reavers hissed, letting air vent from their bodies. They were stampeding south toward Keep Haberd, over the same path that they’d blazed on their way to Carris.

Distant lightning speared from the clouds and struck the jagged tooth of a mountaintop. By its light Skalbairn glimpsed an opening in the trees to their left, but waited a moment, counting. It was forty seconds until the thunder spoke, a distant murmur like an old man grumbling over some half-recalled grudge.

Forty seconds was too long for comfort, if the tales were true. Reavers feared lightning. But if it was more than forty seconds off, the reavers could endure it.

Well, I knew that this jig wouldn’t last forever, Skalbairn thought.

For nearly four hours the lightning had held. The height of the storm at Carris brought an incessant groaning from the sky, and hail pellets plummeted like shot from a catapult. Even when the storm quieted, a few clouds wandered overhead, sending out flickering tongues from time to time. Not much of a storm, but good enough.

Skalbairn had seen reavers run headlong into rock walls to escape the lightning. He’d seen some fall insensate, like men who had endured too much pain. Thousands of the great beasts had merely stuck their eyeless heads into the sod and pushed, covering themselves with dirt in an effort to hide.

Easy targets all - blinded reavers, wounded reavers, fleeing reavers. Skalbairn’s Knights Equitable chased the brutes down and made such a slaughter as he’d never dreamed. Nine thousand reavers in four hours, by last account. His knights were joined by various Runelords out of Mystarria, Fleeds, Heredon - even Invincibles out of Indhopal, men who had been his mortal enemies at dawn.

Skalbairn would earn a place in history. The bards would sing of Gaborn’s victory at Carris, and forever now Skalbairn’s own name would be linked to it. It would all sound very grand when sung to pipe and drums - the wild charge through the stormy night.

Of course the truth about his deeds wasn’t half so exhilarating or dangerous as future bards might sing. The fact was that the reavers were fleeing on a course that paralleled a good road. Wagonmasters from Carris were rushing wains filled with lances and food to outposts to the south, so that his men could resupply. Skalbairn’s men had ample time to pick their ground and set their charges.

Here in the mountains, of course, the terrain stifled him. But it stifled the reavers as much.

The reavers only ran in short bursts, making less than twenty miles per hour. And as they climbed higher into the cold mountains, they became lethargic, moving at perhaps half their normal pace.

Skalbairn said, ‘There’s a bit of a clearing off to our left.’

‘I saw. But it leads to more of a cliff than a clearing.’

‘I saw a meadow,’ Skalbairn argued. Chondler was a contrary, stubborn man. ‘I’ll prove it.’

Chondler gave a heavy sigh that would have earned him a beating in any other army. But among the Knights Equitable insubordination was as ubiquitous as fleas in the bedrolls.  Chondler turned his mount toward Skalbairn’s ‘meadow.’

Sure enough, it was a cliff. A quarter of a mile below spread a serpentine valley, and the reaver horde bolted through it like floodwaters through a chasm.

They were a seething mass. In Internook in the late fall the blue eels would swim to the headwaters of the Ort River. When Skalbairn was a boy he’d seen eels so thick that he couldn’t spot a single pebble in the shallow riverbed. The reavers forging through the canyon below reminded him of those eels, at once loathsome and alluring.

Lightning flickered again, farther away. The reavers below did not miss a stride. The storm was blowing past.

But in the brief illumination he saw the reavers better. Blade-bearers fled by the thousands. At Carris the monsters had borne weapons - enormous blades twelve feet long, or glory hammers with heads that weighed as much as a horse, or knight gigs that the monsters could use to pull warriors from their chargers or from castle walls. But now, it looked as if half of the reavers had abandoned their weapons.

Among the blade-bearers were howlers, pale spidery creatures that even now stopped every few moments to send up their eerie cries.

Few glue mums remained alive. They moved slower than other breeds, and were less inclined to fight. Skalbairn’s men had already dispatched most of them.

But among the reavers, the most fearsome were the scarlet sorceresses. They were easy to spot. The runes branded on their skulls and legs glowed dimly, like the light of warm coals in the midst of an ash-covered fire.

A scarlet sorceress below raced along and suddenly stuck its shovel-shaped head into the soil. It dug in with its feet, tossed its head, and thrust itself underground.

The whole thing happened so fast that Skalbairn could hardly credit his eyes. Yet he’d seen boars hide beneath the humus in the forest that way. The pulped trees and bottom soil on the canyon floor provided good cover - even for a monster that weighed twelve tons.

‘Did you see?’ Skalbairn asked. Even as he spoke, another scarlet sorceress went to ground, and another. The blade-bearers still seemed to be fleeing blindly.

‘I see,’ Marshal Chondler replied. ‘They’re setting an ambush.’

Just as boars in the forest did. They’d rise up out of the bushes at a man’s feet and slash with their tusks.

Skalbairn looked north down the canyon course to where it wound out of sight. His lancers were still back a couple of miles, he suspected. Well out of harm’s way, for now.

Up to the south, the canyon rim snaked higher. The sides of the canyon were steep, treacherous. A man on horseback could hardly hope to ride up those slopes.

South, the blade-bearers reached a widening in the valley, and would go no further. They burrowed into the steep sides of a cliff.

Sir Skerret stood atop a promontory three hundred yards off with a lantern hooked atop his lance. By its light Skalbairn could see his regal profile, the silver tip of his beard jutting from beneath his helm, the golden light on his burnished plate.

‘So that’s why Sir Skerret summoned us. He’s warning us off,’ Marshal Chondler said.

Skalbairn couldn’t let his men ride into the ambush, but the scarlet sorceresses tempted him. They were the prize, the heart of the reavers’ forces. For centuries the lords of Rofehavan had offered a reward of five forcibles for any sorceress a man managed to kill.

More than the temptation, these reavers still presented a threat. They were marching south toward the wilderness. But it would not take much for the entire horde to veer east, into the cities along the river Donnestgree.

Skalbairn listened inside himself. Earlier today in the heat of the battle, he’d heard Gaborn’s voice warn him of danger. A dozen times Gaborn had saved his life.

But inside he heard nothing now. Inside he felt only apprehension.

‘Damn them,’ he cursed the reavers. Without the lightning to chase them, the reavers would regroup, begin to fight in  concert. Skalbairn was trying to avert a catastrophe. Why was Gaborn holed up in Balington? His message said that he could still sense danger. So why didn’t he come and direct the attack personally?

Skalbairn crumpled Gaborn’s warning and tossed it to the ground, then turned his horse back toward the road. ‘Until tomorrow, then.’
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A GATHERING OF WITS


The right use of power is the proper study of every
 Runelord.


- Inscription above the door to the Room of Arms in the House of Understanding

 



 



In rain and darkness they came to Balington well after midnight - seven sodden men riding between hills that bowed like bald heads in contemplation. To a man they wore the brown robes of scholars, their beards jutting from beneath peaked hoods.

Had you seen them, you might have taken them for wights, they rode so silently. Only the jangle of harnesses and the splash of a hoof in a puddle betrayed them as living beings. They did not speak. Most dared hardly to breathe. Fear lay naked upon some of their faces. Other countenances were thoughtful or pained. Some old men clutched swords and warhammers, straining to hear the rasping of reavers.

But the only sound around them was the patter of a cool rain. In the past few hours the storm had spread north. Water plummeted out of the heavens and drenched everything, turning the muddy road to a stream. The clouds above the hills sealed in the darkness like a lid. The sixty or so whitewashed stone cottages of Balington, with their thatch roofs, were only vague humped shapes in the night.

A red hound struggled from beneath a woodpile and trotted beside the little group, its tongue lolling.

At the crossroads ahead the only light shone from lanterns hung outside the inn.

Jerimas, the leader of the band, had never been to this inn. Yet he remembered it well. King Orden had thought it a restful place, a hideaway from the heat of summer. But Jerimas’s nerves were frayed now. He took no joy in the sight.

He was still trying to cope with the aftermath of the battle at Carris. There were wounded to tend, people to feed, reavers to fight. A couple of hours ago, Gaborn had sent a message asking Jerimas and the other Wits who had served King Orden to come to Balington as soon as they handled their most urgent matters. But on the heels of this message, others had come, delineating the current state of the kingdom - the vanquishing of Raj Ahten, the threats of Lowicker and Anders to the north, and of Inkarran assassins to the south.

Most concerning of all was the warning that Gaborn’s powers were severely weakened.

‘So,’ a scholar behind him said, ‘Balington is spared once again.’ He was referring to this hamlet’s peculiar history. Though battles often raged around it, Balington always emerged unscathed. Two days past, Raj Ahten’s army had ridden down the road not three miles west. His troops had been starving, in need of shelter and horses. Yet no one at Balington had bothered to flee. The mayor, merchants, and peasants of Balington had felt that their village was just a trifle too remote from the highway and a tad too small for invaders to bother with.
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