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Prologue

The Most High of Kalhera looked at his visitor.

'This is most irregular. What you propose is possible, but forbidden.'

The magister replied, 'I realise that, Your Holiness. That's why I've come to see you. I need your permission to perform the rite and to provide a cleric who can do it.'

'You would deny Kalhera some souls. She doesn't like that, you know. If you deny her these, she will demand some others in recompense. That is the way.'

The magister looked the Most High in the eye. He held the gaze of the other as he told him, 'It will not be for all time.'

He held up his hand as the Most High opened his mouth to speak. 'I cannot say for how long these souls will be denied to Kalhera,' he went on. 'It may be a few years, or it may be millennia. Your Holiness, I have had a dream. Sometime in the future, these souls will be returned. Please, grant me permission to perform the rite.'

The Most High looked at the magister and then he rose. 'I will go and commune with the goddess. If she permits it, I will grant you both your requests, permission to perform the rite, and a cleric to perform it. I believe it requires both a Cleric of Death and a mage?'

With that, the Most High of Kalhera, Goddess of Death and the Underworld left the room through a door obscured by a black curtain.

 

They carried the body of their king across the land and over the mountains until they reached the place he had asked to be his final resting-place.

High mountains surrounded a deep, forested valley with a steaming lake in the bottom. Warm water fed the lake from deep within the volcanic mountains. It had been the king's favourite place in the entire world, albeit not in his own lands. Here, he had met his true love. She was not mortal, but his love had been reciprocated and he wished to be near her in death.

They buried their king in a burial mound that they prepared and then they built two others, one on each side. They interred their king with due ceremony even though only fourteen of them came to the funeral. The magister had half-expected a fifteenth, but then she may have been watching from hiding. The king had loved this shy nymph above all others and had decreed he should be buried near her. Then, he looked at the others.

'Are you all ready?' the elven magister asked the assembled young warriors.

'Yes!' they chorused.

He looked round the group of twelve. They were so young. He had asked for volunteers, and they were all more than eager. At least at the beginning. Now, one or two of them seemed more than a little afraid. Not that he could blame them. He had asked a very frightening thing of them.

He noticed trembling in the youngest of them. A lad of only sixteen turns of the sun, and yet he had volunteered readily enough when asked. The old elf sighed. Better give them one last chance to change their minds. He hoped that not too many did or maybe there would not be sufficient for the task. Certainly, the tome in which he had found the ceremony recommended twelve, but maybe fewer would suffice.

'There is no censure to any who wish to change their minds. It is a fearsome thing you are volunteering to do.'

One member of the group looked at the youngest. 'Are you all right, Bry?' he said. 'No one will think you a coward if you withdraw.'

'Maybe not, but I would,' replied the young man. 'I said I'd do it, and do it I will.'

'So be it,' the mage said. 'Form the circle.'

The twelve young men formed a circle around the mage and the cleric of Kalhera, who had also accompanied them on their journey. They drew their weapons and knelt, sword tips on the ground and hands clasped over the hilts. They bowed their heads.

The young man known as Bry closed his eyes. He did not know what to expect, only the outcome. The mage could almost feel his fear. The others felt it too, but they were all warriors and none of them, not even Bry, allowed it to affect their determination to go through with it.

Bry heard the cleric begin his chant in the centre of the circle, and then the mage joined with his own. The two psalms seemed to weave around each other, in and out until the two men seemed to be singing one hymn.

'A bit like a choir singing in harmony,' Bry thought.

He felt a little strange, light-headed almost, and then came a sudden wrenching pain that seemed to be accompanied by a crack.

It went almost as soon as he felt it and he wondered if the spell had failed. He dared to open his eyes. Yes, something had gone wrong for there were his companions still kneeling in place. He glanced down at himself. Yes, there were his hands grasping his sword. But just a moment! What lay in front of him?

With horror, he realised his own body lay on the ground where he was looking. The spell had worked after all. He had truly died but the spell had tied his soul to Vimar. He would remain here to guard the body of his King until the prophesied time came.

The group of twelve warriors looked at their bodies. A little sadly, thought Bry. He himself thought of all the things he had not done in his sixteen years. He would never now marry and have the love and companionship of a woman, never hear his children and grandchildren laughing and playing. Never again eat a good meal or get drunk with his companions. For centuries to come, he would patrol this lake and the hidden tomb in the caves below, protecting them from harm until the eight came. The Wolves.







Chapter 1 
 The Duke

The Duke of Hambara looked at the four people that his butler, Daramissillo, had shown into his study. They were an odd-looking bunch—an apprentice mage, a novice cleric of Sylissa, the goddess of healing, a fierce-looking dwarf, and a tall man who, judging from his appearance, came from a land far to the south.

'Now, tell me who you are and why you are here,' he told them, steepling his fingers and resting his elbows on the desk. He looked from one to the other.

The young elven novice spoke.

'My name is Aspholessaria, Your Grace,' she said, looking into his blue eyes with her clear, grey ones, 'but people in the human lands call me Asphodel. The others are Carthinal,' she indicated the apprentice mage, 'Basalt and Fero.' She pointed to the dwarf and the tall, dark foreigner.

The man she had introduced as Carthinal handed the duke a letter.

'This is from Duke Danu of Bluehaven for you, Your Grace.'

The duke looked at the address and seal before he turned over the letter. It was Danu's seal all right and addressed to Duke Rollo of Hambara with the little flourish that Danu always put on his addresses. He smiled to himself at his friend's little eccentricities. Danu still dabbled in magic too, although he had to give it up before taking his tests due to the death of his elder brother in an epidemic. Unfortunately for him, he had to begin training to be a duke, not a mage.

Rollo looked up from the letter before picking up a knife and slitting the seal. He read it, looked up at the four companions, and then read it again. After the second reading, he put it down on his desk and turned to them.

'This letter tells me that a man called Mabryl would be bringing it to me and that he would have a token to prove it's from Duke Danu. You need to tell me where Mabryl is and why he hasn't brought it himself. Also, where is the token?'

The Duke looked severely at the four. This seemed highly suspicious to him. A letter from Danu saying some very odd things about a prophecy and that a mage, one man not four people, would deliver the letter.

'Mabryl was my master, Your Grace,' Carthinal said, 'and my adoptive father. We were on our way here for me to perform my tests. Just as we crossed the Brundella River, a flash flood swept down on us.'

Carthinal's voice broke as he said this and Rollo thought there may be some truth in what they were saying. The young half-elf was clearly upset. He decided to hear them out and ask a few more questions before having the guards throw them out.

'I heard nothing about a flood,' snapped the duke. 'Tell me about it.'

Asphodel began to speak, as it seemed that emotion overcame Carthinal for a moment.

'We were crossing the Brundella when a wall of water swept down on the caravan. It swept away everything and everyone.' Here she swallowed before carrying on.

'Men, women and children—it spared no one except three of us, no four because at that time Mabryl was still alive.' She dropped her voice to almost a whisper.

'I still hear the screams of the children in my sleep. The horses, too. Blood filled the water from where shafts had penetrated the poor beasts' sides.' Her eyes filled with tears and the dwarf, Basalt, patted her arm to comfort her.

Basalt then took up the story.

'Your Grace, the flood swept me downstream, but thanks to the goodness of Roth,' he mentioned the god of mining and metalworking, 'It washed me ashore a little downstream. I caught up with Asphodel, Carthinal and Mabryl. Carthinal had built what he calls a travois to pull Mabryl on. We continued together after that. Fero met us later when Mabryl had died.'

The duke rang the bell on his desk. The door opened and Daramissillo entered.

'Have you heard anything about the caravan from Hambara?' Duke Rollo asked him.

'No, Your Grace. Nothing really, except that it seems to be very late. That sometimes happens, of course, so no one is worried, yet.'

'Thank you, Daramissillo. You may go,' The duke turned from his butler back to the four standing before him. 'Well, so far there is nothing to say your story isn't true. I'll ask around about the caravan. Now, tell me why you haven't got the token from Duke Danu.'

Carthinal swallowed. They'd lost it due to his carelessness. He looked into the duke's eyes with his deep blue ones.

'After Mabryl died, Your Grace, I took his pack. I knew he had a letter for you with a figurine. He told me that it would reassure you that he was a genuine messenger.'

Carthinal did not tell him that Mabryl had also said that Duke Danu thought that Duke Rollo tended towards suspicion and would want confirmation as to the genuineness of the letter.

He continued. 'I had it in my pouch when we were on our way here, but a pickpocket managed to cut my pouch and with it went the figurine.'

'Hmm. Can you tell me what the figurine is?'

'Yes, Your Grace. A trotting horse about three inches long and two high and made of gold.'

The duke made no reply to this, preferring to keep his own counsel until he knew a bit more about these people. The letter worried him, if true, but the messengers were not the same as the letter led him to expect. This worried him more than the contents. He had to be certain of the veracity of this message if he were to act on it.

'There was something else in this letter. Something about a prophecy that was in a book that Mabryl had found. One that he thought dated back to before the Forbidding. Danu thinks he might be right and that it is truly a lost spellbook. What do you know about that?'

Asphodel, Basalt and Fero looked blankly at the duke, but Carthinal spoke up.

'Your Grace,' he said, 'I found a piece of paper in the book. It claimed to be a prophecy from The Oracle but wasn't dated. I can tell you what it said if you wish.'

'Do so.'

'When Kalhera descends from the mountains and orcs once more walk the land,'

'When impossible beasts occur and the Never-Dying Man is once more at hand'

'Then the sword that was lost must once more be found'

'Only it can destroy the threat'

And kill the immortal mortal to balance out his debt.'

The Duke said nothing to this but once more picked up the letter, then ringing his bell again, he called Daramissillo. back into the room.

'Escort these people to the door, please, and send one of the guards to escort them off the premises. When you've done that, come back here.'

A few minutes later, Daramissillo entered Duke Rollo's study.

'Those young people,' Rollo began, 'I want you to find out as much as you can about them. Where they go, what they do, whom they see. Make sure they don't leave the city just yet. The mage will be going to the mage Tower for his tests I expect, and the novice to the Temple of Syllissa. Ask Magister Robiam and the Great Father to come to see me as soon as they are able.'

Daramissillo bowed and quietly left as Duke Rollo leaned back in his chair to reread the letter and think.

 

Once they left the gates of the Ducal Palace in Hambara, the four stopped in the square. Many market stalls graced the open area in the very centre of the city. Carthinal ran his hands through his shoulder-length, auburn hair.

'That didn't go very well,' he exclaimed. 'I don't think the Duke believed us. Oh, what a pity I let my guard down and lost that figurine.'

'He might still not have believed us,' pointed out Basalt. 'We could easily have killed Mabryl and stolen the thing.'

Asphodel looked pensive. 'But, why would we do that and then come to give him the note? Surely thieves would just have sold the valuables and thrown the note away.'

Carthinal looked down at her. She seemed innocent. He supposed that a cleric, even a novice, would not have met much in the way of the real world. He smiled.

'There is a thing called “casing the joint,”' he told her. 'Thieves look at ways to get into a place and what they can steal once in there. The Duke of Hambara is a rich man and it would be worth a heist.'

Asphodel looked sceptical. 'Are you suggesting the Duke thought we were thieves? I'm a cleric of Sylissa. Why would he think I'm a thief?'

'Thieves can disguise themselves as many things, Asphodel,' Carthinal told her. 'Even clerics.'

She looked disgusted at the thought and looking at all three of them she said, 'I must be off to the temple. You aren't the only one to have a letter, Carthinal. I have one for the Great Father, although I don't suppose he knows about it yet.'

Carthinal watched her go through the crowds towards the area of the city where the temples were built. He sighed. He thought her very beautiful with her long, black hair and her grey eyes that held a steely determination. He remembered her anger at him when he tried to give her orders on their journey. His temper did not faze her at all. He would probably never see her again; a thought that made him sad.

He roused himself from his reverie and turned to his two companions, noticing that Basalt had been watching him closely.

'I must go, too,' he told them. 'I need to report to the tower. I'll come back to the inn later. The tests don't start for a couple more days.' He held out his hand and shook the hands of Fero and Basalt and set off for his destination.

He soon arrived at the Tower, situated at the edge of the Temple District. A high wall surrounded it. Inside the wall, he saw a green area with shady paths and pavilions. At the gate, a young apprentice met him.

'Hello, I'm Dabbock. You must be Carthinal,' he said. 'You're the last one for the tests. Follow me and I'll show you where to go.'

Dabbock led Carthinal through the grounds to the Tower. They entered through highly-carved double-doors.

As soon as they got inside, Carthinal stopped and looked about him.

The Tower seemed too small for the large, round room. Stairs wound up the wall on the opposite side and stairs went down too. The room had chairs and low tables scattered around, some of which were occupied.

Dabbock laughed at Carthinal's disorientation. 'Yes, it gets everyone like that at first. This room really is bigger than the outside.'

Carthinal's eyes widened as he turned to Dabbock.

'How is that possible?' he asked.

'Well, as I understand it, it's something to do with a node of mana. This node here can be used to manipulate space. The old mages, before The Forbidding, used it so they could have much more room than they were allocated to build the Tower. I don't really understand it. I don't think anyone now does either.'

'Well, I certainly don't. It's weird. Look, Dabbock, I have something here for Archmage Yssilithisandra. Where would I find her?'

'She's probably in the library. She's researching lost spells so spends a lot of time in there. Go up the stairs to the second floor. That's the library.'

'I've never met the archmage, Dabbock. How will I know who she is?'

Dabbock laughed. 'That's easy. Just look for a beautiful, golden-haired elf poring over books like there's no one else in the world. That'll be her.'

Carthinal mounted the stairs to the second floor. He looked around the bookshelves and quickly saw the archmage. Dabbock had spoken truly. She had a lovely face. Her work obviously engrossed her. She had her head bent over a large book and seemed to see little else. He crossed between the shelves until he found himself standing in front of her.

'Archmage?' he began.

She looked up, frowning. 'What is it? I'm rather busy.'

'I have something for you. My master, Mabryl, bought it in Bluehaven and thought it may interest you.'

'Really?' She looked up. 'Where is Mabryl? Why hasn't he brought it to me himself? And who are you?'

Carthinal looked down at his feet. 'I'm Carthinal, ma'am, Mabryl's apprentice and adopted son. I'm afraid he couldn't bring it himself, Archmage. He died on the way here. A flash flood swept down on the Brundella, and although I managed to pull him out, he'd hit his head rather hard. That and being so long in the water…'

The Archmage looked at the book that Carthinal handed to her.

'This is most important, Carthinal,' she said, hardly able to contain herself. 'I do believe it's a spell book from before The Forbidding.'

Many centuries before, there had been a war between rival groups of mages. The populace suffered the most and when it ended, the king of the time banned the use of magic on pain of death. He also ordered all books of magic to be burned, although a few were hidden and occasionally came to light.

In spite of the fact that a later king had lifted the ban on the use of magic, mages were still often held in suspicion. Since many spells had been lost during this time, mages like Yssalithisandra had decided to devote their time to researching them.

Carthinal smiled at the elf's enthusiasm. She seemed like a little kid with a new toy. She clutched the book to her chest as if she thought Carthinal would take it back. As if I would know what to do with it if I did, he thought.

Then, she became serious. 'I must study this in depth, Carthinal, so if you'll excuse me…' She sat down once more at the desk and opened the book very carefully.

Carthinal left her to her studies and descended the stairs to the ground floor for a briefing about the tests.

Once more in the impossibly large room, Carthinal met the other five apprentices due to take their tests this time. Six apprentices at a time took the tests as people considered six a lucky number.

Carthinal particularly liked a young man called Grimmaldo. Grimmaldo had a wicked twinkle in his eyes and he came out with amusing comments. He had blue eyes and brown hair and his face, while not particularly good looking, showed his personality quite plainly.

One of his companions he could not like. Hammevaro had long, blonde hair that he kept on tossing to draw attention to it. He knew just how attractive others found his face, but not how unattractive they found his personality. He let it be known that he would certainly pass the tests and to do better than all the others.

The others were a rather plain girl called Olepeca, a tall, lanky, young man called Laurre, and a black-haired elf that reminded Carthinal superficially of Asphodel, but she had muddy-brown eyes instead of clear, grey ones, and she also had the attitude that humans were beneath her. As for half-elves like Carthinal, well…

After the briefing by an archmage called Tharron, Grimmaldo suggested they all go out to explore the town. This they readily agreed to, except for Ebressaria, the elf. She said she would stay in and study.

After visiting a few inns and taverns, Grimmaldo suddenly said, 'Hey, isn't this The Warren? The place where the thieves hang out?'

Sure enough, the little group had wandered into that area. They did not call it The Warren for nothing. A maze of little streets wound around, crossing and re-crossing. The smells made the apprentices wrinkle their noses and hurry to get out of the place.

As they wandered round trying to find the way out, Carthinal suddenly began to chant. Grimmaldo recognised the spell. Why would Carthinal want to put someone to sleep? Then, the young mage released the spell and a red-haired boy at the end of the street yawned and lay down in the road, fast asleep.

'What the…' spluttered Grimmaldo.

Carthinal turned as he sped away towards where the boy lay.

'He stole something of mine this morning,' he explained, 'I'm going to get it back.'







Chapter 2 
 Thad

Carthinal lifted the young thief over his shoulder. The boy weighed little, so he found it easy to carry the lad. Shortly after they had left the Warren, he felt the boy stirring.

'Hey! Put me down, you bastard!' he cried.

Carthinal did so but did not release his grip on the boy's arm. The boy struggled but Carthinal was stronger, and his efforts availed him nothing.

'If you don't struggle, you won't get hurt,' Carthinal said. 'You'll come with me to the inn. I'll let go of you, but if you run, remember I am a mage. I may forget I said I wouldn't hurt you.'

'OK, I'll not run,' the boy replied, pouting.

The pair walked along side by side, each watchful and distrustful of the other until they came to the square where the Golden Dragon stood. This square was very important in Hambara. It housed the main market of the city. Now, stalls selling hot food graced the space that in other seasons would have had fresh produce.

On the south side of the square stood a building decorated with garish colours. Outside was a sign that said, Madame Dopari's Emporium and the letter L inscribed in a circle. Madame Dopari's was the official brothel of the city. The letter L indicated a licensed establishment, and that the priests of Sylissa inspected the girls' health every month.

The inn occupied the north side of the square. A veranda ran along the front, covered by the overhang of the upper story. In the summer, tables and chairs graced it, but now, in the cold of the winter air nothing stood there. A large sign depicting a Golden Dragon hung over the door in the centre of the veranda

'They'll not let me in there!' the boy exclaimed.

'Leave it to me,' Carthinal said. 'I think I can get you in. I'm good at talking my way out of situations, so I think I can talk my way into the inn with you.'

As luck would have it, there were few people about so Carthinal did not have any problems entering the inn with the young thief. As he passed through the public room, Basalt and Fero waved at him to come over to sit by the fire. He walked over with the boy in tow.

'What have you got there… and why?' Basalt queried while Fero raised an eyebrow at the boy's dirty and unkempt look.

'The thief who robbed me this morning. I spotted his red hair as he ran away after he'd picked my pocket and saw him again a few minutes ago,' Carthinal told them. 'I want to get my goods back. I'm taking him upstairs and I intend to find out what he has done with his ill-gotten gains.'

'I hope you don't intend to hurt him,' Fero said with an anxious look at the boy.

'Gods! What do people think I am? Of course, I won't hurt him,' Carthinal snapped.

'I apologise, Carthinal,' Fero sounded truly contrite, 'but I fail to see how just talking to him will make him give up his secrets.'

'I have my little ways,' Carthinal smiled, tapping the side of his nose, and with that he took the boy's arm and went up the stairs, leaving the others looking after him with bemused expressions on their faces. Fero shrugged and returned to his drink then after a few more seconds, Basalt did the same.

Once in the room, Carthinal surprised the boy by speaking to him in the language of the underworld, developed by the under-classes so that the Guard and others could not understand them when messages were passed.

'I want my goods back. You cut my pouch this morning. You ran. You are very good, but not good enough. I saw. I recognise you now.'

'How do you know cant?' the thief replied, with a look of amazement in his green eyes. 'You don't look like one of us.'

'No matter,' Carthinal replied. 'You get my pouch back and return it to me. But I don't trust you out in the streets. You'll run and hide. Then you'll stay low until I leave. I'll come with you to get it.'

'You must be one of us if you speak cant, even if you look like one of the grollin.' The boy used the disparaging word the thieves used for the honest population of Grosmer. 'I'll return your pouch. We don't steal from our own. You come with me now.' The boy stood and started to walk towards the door.

After a second's hesitation, Carthinal followed.

I should be studying for tomorrow, but this will probably be my only chance to get the figurine back. I must take it.

With that thought, he followed the boy out and down the stairs, quickly catching up with him.

'Going to get my stolen things,' he called to Bas and Fero, leaving them gaping after him, and wondering how he persuaded the lad to return them.

The pair of them walked through the Market Square.

'What's your name, boy?' Carthinal asked.

After a second's hesitation, the boy replied, 'Thad, sir.

'There's no need to call me “sir”. I'm just another punter who has been stupid enough to be caught by a very good “dip.” My name's Carthinal.'

'That's twice you said I were real good, s… er, Carthinal. D'you really think so? That's so cool.' The boy seemed to glow in the slight praise.

'Yes, I do. You have some things to learn yet, though. Like not getting caught. One thing you could do is hide your red hair with a hood, you know. You are not very old, are you? Thirteen? Fourteen?' asked the half-elf.

'Fifteen, Carthinal. Sixteen just after the Equinox.'

'You're rather small for your age. Still, there are plenty of folks who are small at your age and grow quickly after that to overtake their taller friends. You may be a giant yet!'

The boy laughed at that idea but seemed to be warming to his captor.

Soon, they arrived at the edge of the Warren.

'We're now on my patch. We talk cant from here or we'll be so bloody suspect,' Thad advised. 'There's always people sussing out guards in disguise. Everyone speaks cant on the streets in the Warren.'

'Done!' replied Carthinal, and the pair relapsed into the language of thieves, assassins, and other undesirable characters.

 

Eventually, they entered a dark, dismal and rather smelly back street. Carthinal entered with no hesitation, a fact that gained him an admiring glance from Thad.

Towards the end of the street, Thad bent down and lifted a grating in the middle of the road. 'Down 'ere,' he said, and Carthinal could see his grin in the dim light.

'Down here being, I presume, the sewers.' Carthinal peered down into the depths. 'Smells rather, but if your hiding place is down here, who would go looking? What are we waiting for?'

Thad looked rather taken aback by the fact that Carthinal willingly descended into the sewers. If he had any ideas of escaping through the sewer system while Carthinal rather fastidiously waited on the surface, he had to shelve them.

The pair climbed down into the depths. Water came up to Carthinal's knees, and he tucked the skirts of his robe up into his belt, leaving his legs bare. The water would not be so difficult to walk through then, and his robes would keep some semblance of cleanliness. He did not care to think what flowed past his legs. Wrinkling his nose at the overpowering, foul smell, Carthinal sighed. He winced as he felt solid things bump against his legs as he walked through the noisome fluid. He followed Thad's figure, which appeared to glow a deep red to his infra-vision. Again, if Thad intended to escape in the dark, he found it was impossible. Carthinal could easily track him, as elvenkind could see into the infrared part of the spectrum.

The young thief had no need of a light, as he could find his way through the sewers as well as he could the upper streets. They twisted, turned, and took many side branches until he had Carthinal completely disorientated. He half-wished he had invited Basalt to come along. Dwarves were used to being in caves and mines, and could not easily get lost underground.

Eventually, Thad stopped. He felt up to a ledge and pulled out a torch and a flint. Quickly lighting the torch, he pulled out a brick from the sewer wall. Reaching in, he rummaged around for a few seconds, and then pulled out a pouch.

'This it?' he asked Carthinal.

'Too right it is,' replied the other, opening it. He emptied out the coins onto his palm and counted them.

Thad quickly said, 'I spent a few crowns on some eats at the six-hour meal-time.'

'That's OK, Thad, but where's the figurine?'

The boy's face fell. 'The figurine? You mean that gold horse thingy? Yeah, well. I'm sorry, but I've fenced it already.'

'What? Already?'

'It's always good to get stuff changed to money real quick, right? Chances of being traced and all that. You know!'

'Yes, yes, of course. But, that really was quick.'

'I have a good fence, like,' said the boy dismissively. 'Was it important?'

'Someone I know thinks it is,' Carthinal sighed. 'Oh well. That's that then.'

'Maybe I c'd get it back for you. My fence'll do me favours if I ask, right? 'E's so into boys, see, (if you know what I mean) and 'e thinks if 'e does me favours, like, I'll do him one sometime. It's summat I don't try very 'ard to change. It's useful.'

'Yes, I'm sure it is. I just hope you know what you are doing with him that's all. That sort of game is dangerous.'

'Don't worry, Carthinal,' the boy replied, cheerfully. 'I have a dagger and am bloody good wi' throwing knives.'

'Just be careful, that's all, Thad. Don't go relying on weapons. That way lies the end of a rope.'

Thad looked up at Carthinal and grinned. 'I ain't scared of no old rope. Anyways, they'd 'ave to bloody catch me first.'

'Anyway, if you do manage to get the figurine, you can bring it to the Golden Dragon and give it to me. Now, are you going to show me the way out of here, or abandon me to wander forever through the dark and dismal sewers, never to see the light of day again?' This last said in a sepulchral tone.

Thad grinned and said, 'Don't tempt me! That'd be real cool, you comin' up at night to scare the bleedin' punters. All but me, o' course. We'd be partners an' all. You'd scare 'em away and I'd “acquire” their things. But come on, or you may end up as a zombie scaring the honest folk of 'Ambara for real, comin' from the sewers at night to prey on the innocent townsfolk.' He imitated Carthinal's tone.

The pair laughed and set off back through the sewers. Carthinal found he liked the young lad and wondered why had he ended up a thief in the Warren and not one of the honest poor.

The grating that Thad returned him to was near the edge of the Warren, in a place he recognised.

'You don't think I'd, like, take you straight to me bleedin' hidin' place, do you? Or bring you straight back? That would be so not sensible,'grinned Thad. 'Don't worry, I'll get that statue thingy.' With that, the young thief slipped back down the sewer grating and disappeared.

'Well! That was an adventure,' muttered Carthinal as he strode across the market square.

People drew away from him and held their noses, but could not make out why he smelled so bad. Some of the rich folk held pomanders to their noses as he passed. His robe had kept out of the noisome water, and now covered his legs and feet, so the filth of the sewers could not be seen, only the smell became noticeable as people passed. They wrinkled their noses or pressed pomanders to them, giving Carthinal strange looks.

On entering their room, Fero and Basalt stepped away from him as though he had the plague. 'Where have you been?' Fero asked. 'You smell like a sewer rat.'

'Rather a polite way to put it, Fero. Carthinal, you smell like shit. Quite literally. Get a bath before you come anywhere near either of us. Or give us any explanations.'

Carthinal, with a grin at his friends, moved off in the direction of the bath house to get clean, after which he returned to their room ready to give the story of his trip with Thad and its results. At the end of the story, Fero expressed his surprise that Thad had been so cooperative.

'I had certain advantages that I used,' Carthinal told him, but did not go into any further details.

'Now, I think I'd better do some studying. The first test is History of Magic—not my best or favourite subject. I always thought history was a bit of a waste of time.'

It became obvious from his attitude that he did not want to make his remarks about his advantages any clearer so the other two left him to his studies and went to the bar for a drink.







Chapter 3 
 Asphodel

Asphodel reached the temple of Sylissa in a very, few minutes after leaving the others, though with some trepidation. What would happen to her? She knew she had been sent here in disgrace and that Mother Caldo could not do anymore with her, but what was the Great Father like here in Hambara? She rather felt he would be stricter than Mother Caldo would or she would not have sent her here.

She entered the temple through the great double-doors. Inside, she found a large, circular area. Seats surrounded a central altar and windows pierced the walls and the dome high above. These windows concentrated the light so that it fell on the altar and on the alcove opposite the doors where there stood a life-sized statue of Sylissa. All the walls of the temple shone with white marble and a beautiful mosaic, showing Sylissa giving the gift of healing to her first priestess, paved the floor. Asphodel stopped to admire the beauty.

'Yes, it makes everyone stop the first time they see it, sister.' The voice came from by her elbow.

Asphodel jumped. 'Oh! I didn't hear you coming,' she said, adding “Minister” and bowing her head as she saw his orange sash, indicating his rank.

'Sorry, sister,' replied the minister. 'I'm Minister Micory, and I'm on duty here today. Is there anything I can help you with?'

'I have a letter for the Great Father, Minister Micory,' replied Asphodel, bowing her head to a superior. 'Could you tell me how to get it to him, please?'

'If you give it to me, I'll get a novice to take it to him. Do you need a reply?'

'Yes. I will need some response from the Great Father.'

'If you wait here,' Minister Micory continued, 'The Great Father will send a reply to you as soon as he is able. I'll let him know where you are. You could use the time in meditation and prayer, sister.'

The time passed. Asphodel found herself thinking of the others. Where were they? What were they doing? Where had Carthinal decided to stay? In the Mage Tower or in the Golden Dragon Inn with the others?

Then, the service for the end of the day began and she had still not been seen. Afterwards, another minister came over to speak with her.

'It's obvious the Great Father won't be seeing you today,' she told Asphodel. 'You'd better stay in the guestrooms tonight. If your letter needs a reply, I expect the Great Father will send a message tomorrow. Follow me, please.'

She began to walk away to a door to the right of the altar. She walked along the corridor to the second door on the right.

'You can rest here tonight,' she told the young novice. 'You'll find an evening meal will be served in the refectory in about an hour, and breakfast at the second hour in the morning after the dawn service. I expect you'll want to attend that. It commences at the twenty-fourth hour of the day.'

The hours of the day were counted from the time of dawn on the equinoxes and there were twenty-four in each day.

The minister stood back to allow Asphodel to enter, and then closed the door behind her.

Well, that sounded more like a command. I'll get a wash and then go and eat. If I am to be up before dawn, I'd better get an early night.

It seemed that in the temple of Hambara the clerics washed in cold water and slept on beds harder than the ground she had been sleeping on recently. She sighed, put on a clean robe, and went out for some food that just about satisfied her hunger, if not her palate, as it seemed very basic. Asphodel went to bed feeling unsatisfied at her first experience of the Temple of Sylissa in Hambara.

 

The next morning, Asphodel awoke feeling stiff. She heard a bell somewhere nearby. This signalled the dawn prayers. She washed in cold water again and then dressed before making her way to the temple.

The service began with a choir singing a hymn to the dawn. Then, the rest of the service commenced. It continued with praises and thanks to Sylissa, and the officiating cleric, a deacon this morning, spoke at length about how all should be striving to eliminate evil in both themselves and the world.

He spoke of injury and disease as evils that had been brought upon the races of the world by their evil ways and how they were the punishment of the gods. He explained how the Most High, the leader of the Church of Sylissa, wanted to eradicate all evil beings in order for the gods to lift their punishments from the peoples of the world.

He gave a long talk; Asphodel estimated an hour at least. She wondered how anyone could manage to talk for so long about the need for the elimination of evil, and her mind wandered. She began to wonder where the others were and what they were doing. Was Carthinal getting ready to take his tests? She realised that she had no idea when the tests were to begin. Would he have to wait in Hambara for a while or would they begin straight away today? She thought that Basalt and Fero would be seeking work, and sent up a little prayer that they were both successful.

By the time the service ended, Asphodel's stomach embarrassed her by beginning to rumble. The service had taken well over two hours. She left for the refectory where she found bowls of porridge and glasses of water. She sighed as she took her portion to a table and began to eat. Did Sylissa want her servants to live like this? Surely not! All these rules and abstinence, even having to eat poor, quality food. It had not been like this at the temple in Bluehaven when she left, and she found herself wondering if this were the only temple where they practised such abstemiousness.

After her breakfast, such as it was, she returned to the temple to wait, again admiring its beauty. Just before the sixth hour, a novice approached her with a message to follow him. He led her along a corridor off the first one she had gone down with the refectory at the end and the guestrooms. They came to a door on the left. A Temple guard dressed in white, the colour of Sylissa, guarded it.

The novice knocked and a harsh male voice called, 'Come in.'

Asphodel opened the door and at once saw a large man in front of her with gold-edged, white robes. The Great Father. She immediately fell down onto her knees, as she had been taught, and kept her eyes on the floor. She could see nothing but the carpet beneath her feet, a very rich one, in deep blue and gold. The voice spoke from somewhere above her head.

'I have read Mother Caldo's letter, child, and I find it most disquieting. She thinks that you would be better here and that I can do more with you than she can. I think that perhaps she is right.' Feet paced the floor towards the window to her left.

'Firstly, I think that we should effect a means of teaching you discipline—a virtue that you seem to be sadly lacking if Mother Caldo's letter is anything to go by. I have therefore decided that you will join with the Daughters of Sylissa.'

Asphodel stifled a cry at this. She had never even contemplated a life with the Daughters, knowing instinctively that she did not have the right personality for such a life.

The voice went on, 'I do not think we will expect you to take the vows and become a full Daughter, unless, that is, you decide that you are called to them, but as long as you remain with them, you will abide by their rules.'

Here, the Great Father paused and his feet resumed their pacing.

'You will have no contact with anyone other than your fellow sisters, except when you are healing. Of course, as far as the other Daughters are concerned, you will become a full member in due course. Only the Mother will know that it may only be temporary. Do you have anything to say, daughter?'

'H-how long will I be with the Daughters, Great Father?' Asphodel stuttered, appalled at the idea.

'That depends on you, child,' came the reply. The feet turned towards her. 'You must show that you have learned the discipline required of a true cleric, which includes obedience to your superiors. Now, I will call for a novice to take you to the House of the Daughters.'

Asphodel felt faint. She could hardly believe what the Great Father had said. Not to have any contact with anyone except the Daughters for an unspecified length of time. She felt as though she had just been sent to jail.

When she arrived at the House of the Daughters, which a windowless corridor connected to the Temple, the Mother took her to a room, told her to sit down, and then cut off all her long, black hair. Her protests that she was not actually joining the Daughters permanently fell on deaf ears.

'As long as you are within our walls, you are a Daughter. The Daughters all have their hair cut off. It's a temptation sent by Allandrina, that evil goddess of deceit, to tempt men into lustful thoughts and deeds and young women into the sin of pride and vanity. No, it's better that the hair is removed. It's obvious that you've already fallen into the sin of vanity by your objection to having your hair cut.'

 

Asphodel watched as her hair fell to the ground. Afterwards, she put her hand up to her head to feel what had been done. It now just reached her ears. She almost asked for a mirror, but two things stopped her. Firstly, she thought that she did not really want to know what she looked like, and secondly, she thought that Mother would accuse her of the “sin of vanity” once more.

After that, a novice showed her to a cell in another part of the building. If she thought the guestrooms were primitive, it seemed luxury compared with what she now had. There was a narrow bed with a blanket over it, but no pillow and only a very thin mattress that would do nothing to soften the hardness of the bed. A small shrine to Sylissa stood in the corner of the room, with a statue and a triskel, and a tallow candle in a candlestick. Nothing for any personal items either or even any chair or chest. Just a bed and the shrine.

'Mother has given me permission to speak to you,' murmured the novice who showed her to the cell, 'so that you'll know exactly what to do. The washing place is at the end of the corridor. You'll wash at night before retiring and in the morning on rising. No other time is permitted.'

'Is there no bath house?' asked Asphodel. 'I do like to bathe sometime to get properly clean.'

The girl looked shocked. 'No! Bathing is strictly forbidden. It's a luxury, and we eschew all luxuries as they can lead to the sin of avarice. We always wash in cold water too for the same reasons.'

She looked closely at Asphodel as if she could not understand her wish. 'We're not allowed to converse with one another except for one hour after the evening meal. We attend all services in the temple. We work in the infirmary and any days we're not there, we spend in meditation and prayer. We've been instructed by the Most High to pray for the eradication of evil from the world, and for the help of Sylissa in doing so. I think that's all that you need to know. If you want to ask anything else, you can ask me now, or after the evening meal.'

She paused and then remembered something else. 'Oh, yes. We are allowed no personal property except our robes and triskel, and a cloak for if we have to go out to attend a sick person outside the temple. Any other property you have you must hand over to Mother.'

Asphodel told the girl she thought she had explained well, and that if there were nothing else she would now like to go into her cell and meditate. The novice then smiled and left.

Asphodel entered the room and sat down on the hard bed. Tears pricked at her eyes. Her head felt wrong without the weight of her hair, and she felt ugly. She rose and closed the door. She would not let them know how she felt. She felt violated. Her hair had been taken away without her volition. She had had all contact with the outside world removed from her, and her few meagre possessions were forfeit.

How would she find out about her friends? They would think that she did not care about them. She wanted to know if Carthinal had passed his tests. What about the others? Bas and Fero? If they got jobs that took them out of the city, she would not know, and may never see them again. The tears began to flow. She turned onto her stomach and allowed them to continue. She cried until she felt wrung out, then, still sobbing, she turned to the shrine and the statue of Sylissa. She spread her hands and prayed.

'Why are you letting them do this to me? Deep down inside me, I know this is not right. Most of what is happening here don't feel right. Even praying for the eradication of evil doesn't feel right.' She sighed. 'Surely, you and the other gods put evil here as well as good for a purpose? We don't know why you did so, but I feel inside that it's necessary. I know the Most High is the leader of your clergy, but could he not be wrong in this? Or is it blasphemy to think that he could be fallible? Give me the strength to get through this ordeal. I'll do my best to do as they wish so that I can once again go out into the world and heal as I wish to do.'

She spent the rest of the day attending services, and meditation and prayer. The Daughters were allowed to do their meditation in their cells, or in the gardens in the centre of the House.

Asphodel decided to go into the gardens, as she thought she could feel a bit of freedom in the open air. Elves loved the natural world and felt stifled if they could not get outside into the woods and open country. The gardens looked beautiful even this early in the season, with some early spring flowers already beginning to bloom in the shelter of the high walls and covered walkways. Flowering trees put out their blossoms and the scent of spring perfumed the air, but even so, Asphodel found the atmosphere oppressing, so after a while, she went back to her little cell.

 

The next morning, after another long, dawn service in the temple, Archdeacon Jenoria, the Mother of the Daughters of Sylissa, told her to report to the infirmary for duty. Several other Daughters of different ranks accompanied her, all going on duty, with bent heads in a gesture of humility and submission. Asphodel did so as well but found that she kept glancing around her. She found it almost impossible to keep her head in the bowed position.

They eventually reached the infirmary. It was a light and airy place with a white, marble floor and white-painted walls. The whole room had a feeling of cleanliness and efficiency. A senior cleric gave the Daughters a number of tasks or simple healing to do. He told Asphodel to clean a nasty cut on a child's knee and to bind it up to keep it clean.

During the course of the morning, Asphodel had to do some binding of wounds, but little actual healing. She did do a simple healing on one small boy with a head wound, got from falling out of a tree he was trying to climb, as he was obviously in pain, but there were no serious injuries to deal with.

In the afternoon, however, all seemed to change.

A woman came in with a bad knife cut on her hand where a knife had slipped while she was gutting fish. A vicar asked Asphodel to see what she could do to save the use of the woman's fingers. Firstly, she gently removed the pad that someone had placed on the injury, and wiped away all the excess blood. She cleaned the wound as best she could, and prayed to Sylissa for healing. She felt the strength of the goddess entering her and then passing to the woman until the bleeding stopped, but the ligaments concerned were still in danger of not knitting properly, so she prayed once more to Sylissa for her strength. This seemed to be sufficient to ensure that with further, natural healing the woman would keep the use of her fingers.

Shortly after this, a man came rushing in carrying a boy. He seemed to be panicking. A poisonous snake had bitten the boy in the grass outside the city. The man, the boy's father, had carried him to the temple as quickly as possible. The vicar told Asphodel to try to help him.

She prayed to Sylissa again. She knew that she would only be able to carry sufficient power from the goddess to slow the passage of the poison, that she was nowhere near strong enough to break it down and render it harmless. The goddess granted her power through Asphodel, and she felt the strength going out of her once more. After that, a more experienced healer would take over, but the immediate panic was ended.

She felt as though she could do more healing, for although she felt tired, she did not feel as drained as she did when she had used up all her strength. This pleased her because it meant she was getting stronger and could perhaps end her noviciate.

The next hour was quite simple, prescribing herbs for a cough, cleaning grazes on children's knees and the like, but nothing requiring any serious healing work. Then, a young girl came limping in on the arm of a young man. The girl's ankle was swelling very badly and she could hardly bear to put it down.

'She slipped down the stairs coming out of the temple of Parador.' explained the young man as Asphodel gently felt her ankle.

'Can you move your toes?' she asked the girl.

'Yes, I think so,' she replied, trying.

'I don't think it is broken, just a bad sprain. I'll do a simple healing on it that will help with the pain and then give you a poultice. You must rest it after that until the swelling goes down. I'll give you some more of the herbs so you can make another poultice.'

This she did and felt the strength go out of her as the healing took effect. She felt some elation as it meant that she had now performed more healing than she would previously have been able to do. Vicar Helzel, who was passing, also noted this and wrote it down in her little book.

Finally, Asphodel performed a final, simple healing on a man with a bruised head, and at last was feeling exhausted.

'Well done, Sister,' Vicar Helzel said. 'I will inform the Great Father that in my opinion, you are ready for promotion.'

She smiled at the young elf and said, 'Go back to the House of the Daughters and get some food and rest.'

Asphodel bowed her head and replied, 'Thank you, Vicar Helzel,' and gratefully left.

 

The second day of her time with the Daughters of Sylissa was again spent in prayer and meditation except for the time in praise of Sylissa in the temple. The services were beautiful if indeed the preaching was a little over-long.

That morning, a novice brought her the lilac sash and lilac-edged white robes of a curate, and she felt proud to be wearing it. She now addressed the novices as Sister, and they had to call her Curate Asphodel.

Asphodel's second day of healing dawned after the day of rest, and she made her way through the corridors to the infirmary once more. As a curate, she could now use the novices and give them simple tasks to do as other, higher-ranking clerics had done with her previously.

The day was passing quickly with a busy morning when a young man came in. He looked around somewhat furtively and then took a seat at the end of the queue to wait. He was obviously in some considerable pain and Asphodel noticed that he was bleeding from a nasty wound in his shoulder, although he was trying to keep it from being noticed. In her opinion, the wound should be attended to quickly due to the loss of blood and the dangers of infection if it were not cleaned, not to mention the shock that must accompany such a wound.

Strangely, though, the clerics all seemed to be ignoring, or even actively avoiding the man. This puzzled Asphodel and she went over to him. As she approached him, the day's duty vicar called to her. It was Vicar Weslon. He was a severe man. Not quite what Asphodel thought of as a caring healer. Still, he was good at his job and she respected that.

'Curate Asphodel,' he said as she approached. 'We must not see that man until we have attended to everyone here and then only if there is time, perhaps. Is that clear?'

Asphodel could not believe her ears. Was she being asked—no, told—not to heal someone who desperately needed it, and quickly at that? This was against what she understood to be her vows. She dared not argue with the Vicar if she wanted to be released from the Daughters, but it worried her. She could not help but ask the reasons.

'That man is evil,' Vicar Weslon answered. 'He is an assassin and has killed many people in his life. We cannot condone such, especially since the Most High wishes the elimination of all evil. By withholding treatment, he is likely not to live, and so another of the evil gods' minions will have been eliminated.'

With that, Vicar Weslon walked away to attend to a seriously ill woman.

Asphodel continued with her work until she heard a sudden cry from the direction of the assassin. She looked over in his direction. He seemed to be about to lose consciousness, and his wound was bleeding again rather more profusely. He was shivering violently although it was warm in the infirmary thanks to the hypocaust under the floor.

I cannot ignore a sick man, even if he is an assassin, It is for the gods to judge us, not other people, Most High or not.

She made her way over to him, in spite of her earlier instructions, and did what she could. A couple of simple healings soon stopped the bleeding and then she carefully washed and dressed the wound with healing herbs. She had just finished, and the man was thanking her profusely when she heard Vicar Weslon call her. He wore an angry look on his face.

'Disobedience,' he spluttered. 'Rank disobedience of an order by a superior. Go back to the House of Daughters immediately. The Great Father will hear of this. You are not to return to the Infirmary, but to remain in your cell. I will speak to the Great Father personally about this. It may take a few days for him to see me and you will remain in the House of the Daughters until he sends for you. Pray, girl, for the humility to be obedient.'

He watched as she left the room and walked the corridors back to her cell. What was Sylissa doing allowing such disobedient girls into the ranks of the priesthood? How come she had not been weeded out before this, and why was she on his duty roster? Admittedly, she was a good healer for a newly promoted curate, but still, disobedience was disobedience, and he dismissed Asphodel from his mind until the end of his duty.

 

The next morning, Asphodel received a summons to the office of the Great Father soon after breakfast as she was praying in her cell. Maybe it was not about the incident the previous day? It was a bit quick for Vicar Weslon to have seen the Great Father. The Great Father did not see lesser ranks very quickly as evinced by her own wait in the temple when she first arrived, and she thought that would have been longer if Mother Caldo were not known to the Great Father. Still, she would have to go to find out.

She walked down the corridor approaching the office with some trepidation and as she reached the door, the guard outside said, 'You are Asphodel?'

She replied in the affirmative.

'You are to go straight in.' Then, he smiled and said, 'Good luck. He seems to be rather angry this morning. I hope it's not you that he's angry with!'

'I rather think it may be,' Asphodel replied, opening the door and crossing the threshold.

As soon as she saw that the Great Father was present, seated behind his desk, she fell to her knees.

'Words fail me.' The voice of the Great Father came to her from over her head. 'Mother Caldo said you were defiant, but I did not fully realise how defiant. You disobeyed a direct order yesterday I understand, and you have only just come to us, too!'

Asphodel said nothing. It was not permitted to speak to the Great Father unless given specific permission to do so.

'You were told not to heal an evil man, yet you went ahead and did so anyway. This in spite of the commands of the Most High, that we work to rid the world of evil in all its guises. That man would not have survived if you had not interfered, and another evil soul would be gone from this world to be judged and punished by the gods.'

He paused. 'I do not know what to do with you at the moment,' he went on, 'Do you have anything to say for yourself? What is your excuse for your disobedience?'

Asphodel took that as an invitation to speak and answered quietly, 'Your Holiness, when I took my vows I swore to help the sick and injured wherever I may find them. I did not promise anything about selective healing or only healing good people. The man was in need and I fulfilled my vows. That's all.'

This seemed to infuriate the Great Father still further. Asphodel heard a chair scrape back as he got to his feet, and then she heard him walk around the desk. She saw feet and a white robe edged in gold.

'YOU—DISOBEYED—A—DIRECT—ORDER!' The words were almost shouted at her. 'YOU, A NEWLY PROMOTED CURATE, DISOBEYED A VICAR'S ORDERS!'

'I obeyed my conscience and my vows,' replied Asphodel, still in a quiet voice.

'Now, you speak before being given permission! Is there no end to your defiance?'

Asphodel looked up. It was forbidden, but she was beginning to become angry herself. Who was this pompous man in charge of the Church of Sylissa in Hambara? She saw in front of her a rather, tall man with grey hair, thinning on the top. He was overweight, indicating overindulgence, and his round face was red with anger. Fortunately for her, he was not looking in her direction, and so did not see her looking at him.

'Girl, I have decided.' He turned towards the window. 'You will join the Daughters on a permanent basis. You will take the vows of the order. You will learn discipline. You will be confined to your cell until I decide that you can once more take up the duties of a Daughter of Sylissa, and then you will take your vows. You will, until that time, be fed only on bread and water.'

Asphodel forgot all protocol and surged to her feet, her grey eyes, almost black with anger. She could no longer contain herself.

'You cannot force a free person to take vows they are unwilling to take. If you do so, those vows are null and void, and you know it. I will not become a Daughter of Sylissa.'

Asphodel's hands clenched and unclenched at her side as she looked the Great Father in the eye.

'I've every respect for those who wish to take up that life, but it's not for me. I cannot live like that, and I will not. I'm going to leave this temple now, and you will not stop me. I'll become a travelling cleric and heal where it's needed according to my conscience.

'It's not our place to decide who will live and who will die, to put ourselves in the place of the gods. Surely, if there is evil in the world, the gods put it here? If we are evil, then the gods gave us that capacity. We cannot understand the gods and the way they work, only do what we can.

'If this means that I do not progress any further in the ranks of the Church, then so be it. I'll remain a humble curate for the rest of my days, but I—will—help—people. Whoever they are, or whatever they have done, as long as they have a need. Maybe seeing what good is, some bad folk may reform. That is surely better than condemning them to death, and surely much more pleasing to the gods. As to my advancement, Sylissa will give me strength to increase my healing capacity. Only she can do that. It matters not what I am called—novice, curate, archdeacon or bishop.'

With that, she turned and headed for the door.

As she hurried down the corridor and into the temple, she did not pause to look at its magnificence but swept through the main doors and down the steps into the late winter sunshine.
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