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          To black sheep, herd-strayers, wanderers, gaps and cunnans the world over; to all those who know a lie when they see it.


          To anyone, in fact, who has taken the king’s shilling and shoved it right back down the king’s throat




          Let the gods, senators and ministers fight their own useless and bloody wars
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    VAAGENFJORD MAW. Tower of Darkness. Throne of Evil. Undercroft of the direst rawgr ever unleashed from the vile hands of Olchor.




    

      

        

          ‘. . . Unholy Trinity of Darke Angels, Archangels




          

            

              of Olchor, from Hell have been hurl’d;


            


          




          Scathur the Herald, the Wolf from the Sea, has ris’n,




          

            

              now releas’d from his frozen prison,


            


          




          

            

              and walkes now upon the wyrld.


            


          




          Gruddna, the Fyr-Draikke, Engine of Destruction, has from the Pit crawllen.




          And Drauglir, greatest of them all, from blacken’d sky has fallen,




          Darke Angel descends where the wyrld ends . . .’


        


      


    




    Verge of the world, the northernmost rim of the continent, and beyond that the island of Melhus. A land of turmoil, of fire and ice, where the four elements wage constant war with each other. Winds filled with shards of ice scream like a host of rapacious demons from the very heart of Eisholm, terrible enough to flay the skin. Volcanoes there are too, mephitic behemoths of incandescent fury that cough great pyroclastic clouds upon the seething ice-fields below.




    

      

        

          ‘. . . For Evil has forg’d its Avatars, and rais’d itself a tower, a kingdom of pestilence, a domain of resplendour infyrnal, and woulde reache oute its claws o’er this wyrld, Lyndormyn (whose carapace yet be so perniciously infest’d), rain in blood o’er lesser orders, and besmear its illimitable darkness o’er all . . .’


        


      


    




    Vainglorious in their darksome apotheosis, the unholy trinity judge that heaven will suffer them to go unchallenged:




    

      

        

          ‘. . . But the clash o’ firmaments resounds, like the baying of Heaven’s Houndes, o’er the beshiver’d ice of the Wyrld’s Bounds, continent’s jagged rim. For we came, warriors grim, Pel-Adan’s finest, in numbers undream’t of in this age or the last . . .’


        


      


    




    Vanguard of Unferth-wielder, banners held high, horns blaring in defiance, the multitude of knights valiant journey to the land of fire and ice in ships beyond counting. Relentless, they storm the Maw, thrust on through the Moghol and arrive at last unto Smaulka-Degernerth, the Hall of Fire:




    

      

        

          ‘. . . Then, earth-shaken, Gruddna did awaken, its coils unfurl’d, and haul’d its scaly bulk from the Underwyrld. Its head uprear’d thru the ebon smog, eyes flash’d like bescarletted stars thru fog, unfolded its wings, wall to wall, o’er the Hall o’ Fyre . . .’


        


      


    




    ‘Valour! Valour! We can do this. Just keep your eyes peeled for its weak spot, then shoot without hesitation. Don’t hang about!’




    

      

        

          ‘. . . Thru visor’d helm ’gainst the awful glare did we stare, and the hostages we now saw, hung spiked upon pinions’ claw, the Oghain-Yddiaw, eyelids peel’d bare to afforde them no shield ’gainst the light so bright, blinding them of sight, steaming eyes milky-white . . .’


        


      


    




    ‘Vizards down! It’s coming in for another sweep . . . Oh Hell!’




    

      

        

          ‘. . . With a roar that splinter’d this glassy hole, and lay our legions low as a field of hay, upon us the fiery juggernaut did roll. In a rush of beating wings that drove befor it the blackness of Hell’s bowel, the nectar of its maw disgorg’d ’pon our ranks an ichor so foul, which then did kindle from the river of fyre to engulf us all . . .’


        


      


    




    Victims now, some have time to scream then die, some to melt into mire, others merely to vanish into vapour.




    Oaths, though, have been taken, votive entreaty that can be broken only upon most terrible retribution.




    

      

        

          ‘. . . In that hall in multitudes did we fall, building a wall of blacken’d flesh, crisp’d meat, a dike of dead, insufferable heat. Yet thru befouling waftings of opiate smoke, tho reel we might, and scream and choke, our crossbows were let fly, loud as tempest’s cry, and the air did sigh with the breath of God . . .’


        


      


    




    Volley after volley of quarrels discharge over the molten river, igniting in the air as they fly, a rain of fire upon Fyr.




    Veiled in sleeting, gouting crimson, trailing its own bowels along pinnacles of glass, Gruddna goes down for the last time.




    There at the mouth of Lubang-Nagar, like a soul plummeting down to Hell can be heard the fall of the Fyr-Draikke. Of Scathur and Drauglir, though, not a sign is to be seen.




    

      

        

          ‘. . . And when the smoke it lifted, there stood we, the shining soldiers of the Purging Sword, Peladanes of the One True Lord . . .’


        


      


    




    VICTORY . . .




    

      

        

          

            

              ‘G’


            


          


        


      


    








  



    

       

    




    Prologue
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    WELL, THAT DIDN’T GO SO WELL, Scathur reflected as he made his way to his master’s throne room.




    No, that hadn’t worked out so well at all. Gruddna, the Fyr-Draikke, was destroyed, and though both Scathur and Drauglir yet lived, there was something deeply, fundamentally displeasing about an Unholy Trinity made up now of just two.




    They made jokes about Scathur, his lowliest foot soldiers did. ‘Old Sca’-Face’, they would call him. Impersonate the grandiosity of his walk, the grandiloquence of his talk. Satirize his risible attempts at poetry. Smirk at the vainglory of his vair-and-ermine attire, and moreover his refusal to wear black. And then one day they would find themselves, for the first time in their lives, actually within but a few yards of him, and all of a sudden the smiles faded and the jokes did not seem so funny after all.




    And when they felt the rumour of his approach, smelt the soured air that went before him, and then at last laid eyes upon him close at hand, it was then they knew they would never laugh at anything ever again.




    True fear, now, lurked in their eyes as Scathur approached. Their bearing might remain proud, their jaws firmly set, but there were indications in their manner that belied such apparent soldierly fearlessness. The steady gaze of the hunter tracking his quarry was now replaced by a franticness in the way their eyes darted about in their sockets, accompanied by the dilation of nostrils, the irregular catch of breath in fear-dried throats. All such symptoms spoke of a terror scarcely concealed in the depths of their eyes, a terror that increased with each approaching footfall.




    To others, these barely perceptible signs would have gone unnoticed, but Scathur had lived through many such conflicts and knew well the measure of a man. Even at this distance he could read these tell-tale minutiae, assessing the extent of a man’s endurance as worry became fear, as fear descended into panic, and the point at which panic waxed into blind terror.




    The hollow thud of his boots echoing down the stony passageway was like a fanfare of fear heralding his arrival to all in his path. And the mere sight of that swiftly approaching sinister figure, silhouetted against the smoky orange light of the sputtering wall-cressets, was enough to buckle many a man’s knees beneath him.




    As Scathur strode up to the throng of men who crowded the corridor, they instantly drew back to let him pass unhindered. He needed no godlike perspicacity now to sense their terror. There was, Scathur mused, even at a time like this, something immensely gratifying in the haste with which all living creatures got out of his way, recoiled, as if dreading even the touch of the bone-pale cloak that fluttered around his tall frame. Such fear was deep-rooted and instinctive: the primeval dread of the unknown.




    Redoubtable, untouchable, himself without fear, Scathur was the ideal commander for his overlord’s forces. Unswervingly loyal to his master, he carried out his every command with unquestioning obedience, and had done so for longer than anyone could remember. Many generations of men had lived out their lives on this turbulent island in the frigid northern seas, and yet Scathur had always been there, unchanged, unchallenged. Few could guess at the extent of the powers that lay hidden beneath his blank mantle of secrecy, or read the thoughts concealed behind his great-helm’s impenetrable visor. Scathur confided in no man.




    Yet for once his appearance of untouchable calm was deceptive. Had his men beheld his face, they would have seen the fear in their own eyes mirrored there. For the first time in his centuries of untarnished service, the unthinkable had happened: Scathur had failed. And he alone could guess the terrible punishment that awaited him.




    Even now the distant, muffled rumour of the siege way below had changed into the clearly definable clamour of clashing iron, screaming men, and the searing pyrotechnic spells of the magic-users getting closer. The siege hammers employed by the Peladanes from the south had finished their devastation of the outer defences, the wide moat of white-hot magma had been traversed, Gruddna the Fyr-Draikke was thrown down, and Scathur’s men-at-arms were swiftly being forced to retreat from the lower levels up to the less effective defences of the intermediate ones. The necromancers’ dark arts had failed to instil their usual terror into the legions of northerners, the Oghain-Yddiaw, whose morale was now fired by the new comradeship of the southern Peladanes, and whose frenzied fury was multiplied tenfold by so many years of yearned-for vengeance. They were relentless, as irresistible as the tide that lashed the island’s jagged coast. Scathur had done his utmost, but this combination was beyond even him.




    The destruction of Vaagenfjord Maw was at hand.




    These feeble, sweating mortals before him, striving so uselessly to appear calm, knew only of physical pain. In the next few minutes such agony would become bad enough, but they had never beheld the Master, never known the awe-filled terror that arose from merely being in his presence. Only Scathur possessed the inhuman strength that enabled him to converse with his overlord, but on this occasion he wondered if even this was enough to help him tell this unearthly deity what he now had to reveal. And as soon as the Master beheld Scathur he would know of his fear.




    Yet there was no getting away from it: he was totally bound to his master and powerless without him. So Scathur slowly began to ascend the smooth, black-and-violet marble steps that led to the forbidden chamber, leaving the confused rabble of frightened soldiers behind him to await whatever Fate had in store for them. They were beyond help anyway, the worthless creatures.




    As the dull rhythm of Scathur’s boots on the steps quickly faded, the last guardians of Vaagenfjord Maw gripped their battle-axes and faced the inevitable.




    ‘My Lord Drauglir . . .’ Scathur began, each word of confession making him nauseous, ’I bring you the latest report . . .’




    Scathur stood all alone in the sudden quietness of the Chamber of Drauglir. Many times he had been here, and he knew it well, but this time was different. Upon entering the huge, echoing hall, he normally felt as if intruding on another world, even another time, some terrible plane of existence trapped in the mind of an ancient god. The blood-hued floor of polished marble seemed to mirror the ghastliness of the ceiling high above, with its grisly lattice-work of severed human heads spiked into every available gap and gaping down lifelessly at their tormentor below. And somehow the scarlet drapes that hung from the walls never ceased stirring, even without any movement of air in this vast room, as evidenced by the unwavering columns of acrid smoke that rose from the tall black candles all around. Even the ziggurat dominating the centre of the hall radiated an evil intent like some silent watcher. In its hellish vastness this whole chamber, glowing like magma and reeking of death, felt more animated now than the master who dwelt within it. Soundless still, he sat upon the altar atop the ziggurat, like an icon of Death incarnate.




    Today all seemed changed: there was no power in this place. The awe that Scathur usually felt had evaporated. As he stood by the doorway through which he had just entered, it was as though he had just arrived into void, the burnt-out shell of a place that had once known greatness. He felt all alone within the hugeness of this ancient, whispering hall. Still he received no answer to his announcement, which echoed and then died. The place was as still as a crypt.




    If he had possessed the ability to sweat, he would have done so as profusely as those feeble wretches outside. For an unaccustomed sensation of fear rose inside him with each passing second of this awful silence. He dared to raise his eyes to the altar atop the lofty pyramid, trying to see beyond the great hooded reredos that presented itself to him like a blank wall. Why wasn’t his master answering him? Had he fled? Could he be dead? Was Scathur now an unholy trinity of one?




    Doubt added itself to his fear.




    Suddenly the insidious hiss of Drauglir’s voice cut through the silence, startling the captain out of his ponderings.




    ‘A most enlightening report, Scathur. Whatever would I do without you?’




    The sarcasm stung Scathur like a whiplash.




    ‘Forgive my hesitation, Lord. I shall now come to the point.’




    ‘Please do.’




    ‘We have lost Gruddna, your dire eminence, and our situation appears beyond hope. The entire fjord festers with the warships of the Peladanes, abetted by the xebecs of the Oghain. The cliff defences have meanwhile succumbed to the overland assault of the Nahovians and their mercenary captains. The united front of this coalition is quite unprecedented, O Lord of the Night, quite total. All escape routes are blocked. The efforts of our necromancers have been ineffective in allaying this . . . In fact, if I dare say it, our own men seem the only ones to be terrified. And now that the Hall of Fire has been breached, and the Draikke cast down, and Lubang-Nagar penetrated, there seems no way of holding the foe back. The lower floors are taken, and their forces are rising through the mid-levels like a flood. Your army, O highest and most revered Icon of Darkness, cannot I fear hold them back for much longer.’




    ‘So, nothing too bad, then,’ sneered the voice from on high.




    Stop playing with me, Drauglir, please . . . the dark commander entreated silently. The whole island was taken, and now that the Cult of Olchor had been forced underground by the Peladanes and this other new religion from the south, there was no further hope of outside help.




    Judging by the death screams from dangerously close by, it seemed now to be only a matter of minutes before the High Warlord of Pel-Adan would be hacking asunder the door to this very chamber with his Holy Greatsword.




    Yet Drauglir sat here calmly awaiting the end of all his designs with seeming unconcern.




    ‘What would you have me do, Lord?’ Scathur pleaded.




    Still the Rawgr held his calm. ’What would you do?’ he asked.




    ‘Attempt escape, perhaps?’




    Instantly the whole hall flared up in a burning glow of scarlet as Drauglir at last chose to reveal himself, standing up in full view atop his altar. Scathur immediately averted his eyes.




    ‘Brilliant!’ his master exclaimed sardonically. ‘I just knew you’d think of something clever.’




    But there the sarcasm ceased. The deep-throated bellowing of the battle-maddened northmen, heralded by a screeching blast of their silver war-horns, now reached a triumphant note, and was quickly followed by the thunderous ascent of a multitude of hard-booted feet up the stairs leading to the door by which Scathur still stood.




    ‘Sounds like the last of your puny humans are being wiped out,’ Drauglir spat in contempt.




    A horribly unfamiliar feeling of panic now rose in Scathur’s throat as the enemy surged relentlessly up the steps outside.




    ‘Escape? Yes, Scathur, escape indeed – that’s all that remains now. Listen carefully, my most trusted servant, for there are scant moments left to us.’




    The change in his master’s voice caused Scathur to look up sharply. Just ere the avenging army poured into the chamber, Drauglir was talking as if there might be some hope, some last plan to save them from the nemesis that awaited them.




    Drauglir continued: ‘Any hopes of I myself escaping this island were dashed long ago, I realize.’




    – What’s this?!




    ‘Were I even to try the secret way up to the ice-field, our enemy would still find me before long, as the whole island is theirs now. They will not stop till they see me dead.’




    – No!




    ‘You, though, mean little to them. Were you to lie low in the hidden place of Ravenscairn, you might be safe there.’




    ‘. . . But what of yourself, my lord?’ Scathur implored. Why was his master suddenly talking like this? What was he, Scathur, worth without him?




    But a new tone now crept into Drauglir’s voice. ‘Forget it, Scathur, my time has come. Bring me the Sword now . . .’




    And so Scathur, unable to disobey this command even now, fixed his mind upon this, his final task. On the other side of the door could be heard the death screams of the last of his troops. Time was when he might have tarried to listen with relish, enraptured by those alluring sounds of torment and despair. But this was the end of everything, and Scathur was now oblivious to such distractions.




    Solemnly, he approached with the Sword.




    The door that separated Scathur from the marauders outside was strong. Forged by the fire-giants from adamantine steel in the depths of their deepest, most hallowed smithies, strengthened by the ichor of unspeakable underworld deities, and embellished with silver images – of the fires of the infernal abyss – which framed its broad surface, it was able to withstand even the mightiest of the Peladanes’ siege-engines.




    But they had magic too. For the worshippers of Pel-Adan had come prepared this time. Even now the Jutul-wrought portal that stood between them and victory was buckling under the power of their magic-users’ spells. The silver tongues of flame bordering the door now glowed fiercely red from the heat of the magic that was beginning to consume them, resembling now more closely the legendary fires that they imitated. A few moments more, and the door would explode.




    In the huge but crowded passageway outside the Chamber of Drauglir, Arturus Bloodnose stood fidgeting behind the vanguard of his men. As smoke gradually filled the air, and the fountain of blue sparks struck from the yielding steel increased in brilliance, so the sweat trickled increasingly down the High Warlord’s fleshy face. All the while, a continuous stream of arcane power poured from the magic-users’ fingertips, relentlessly wearing down the resistance of the giant-built portal. In seconds it would be down, and nothing would stand between Drauglir and his fate. Then those long years of meticulous planning, rigorous training and endless diplomatic exchanges between the Peladanes and the other armies of the Fasces league would soon be vindicated. And Arturus Bloodnose, High Warlord of Pel-Adan, bearer of the Holy Great-sword, was the one ordained to wield that fatal stroke.




    As he gripped the hilt of this ancient blade, clamping and unclamping his fingers around its sweat-sodden leather grip, his men could sense the panic that threatened to snap their leader’s nerve in this overcrowded place. Yet they also knew perfectly well that he would not be the first to enter the chamber, for that glorious duty was the lot of others. Not the Elite, those fanatics of his bodyguard who had trained for years for just this final assault, protected throughout the siege itself by lesser fighters so they could be here for the coup de grâce. Instead this honour fell to the Anointed, that special corps who had been granted the privilege of providing the first wave of the Soldiers of God to finally come to grips with the Evil One.




    Arturus glanced over at them briefly as they were hustled up from the rear. Pressed tightly together, the hundred and fifty Anointed were soon assembled immediately behind the magic-users. Though future sagas would never dwell on this, the Anointed were a mixture of old men who had seen better days and young boys who might never get that chance.




    A good combination of wise experience and youthful vigour, Arturus assured himself as he stepped further out of the way.




    The old men were trembling in anticipation, tears and death in their eyes; the boys, some looking as young as eight, merely gaped around themselves in puzzlement. All bore whatever scraps of armour and weaponry they had managed to scrounge from their families.




    The seconds ticked down, and the magic-users were coming to the end of their task. Everyone was braced ready. One hundred and fifty pairs of eyes now fixed themselves on the Warlord’s, but somehow he found he was not able to meet theirs. They were waiting for a few encouraging words from him, but none were forthcoming. As soon as these Anointed had been blasted into bubbling jelly by Drauglir’s infernal power, the Warlord would still be safely at the rear, ordering the Elite next into the hall of death. Only when all real danger had passed would he enter the hall to claim his victory.




    Then, with a sudden deafening thunderclap that stole a heartbeat from all there, the door finally gave way. The power that had held it shut was at last overcome by the concerted battering of the magic-users’ spells. A split-second of dazzling blue light was followed by the heavy crunch of the door slamming against the inside wall. A thick plume of smoke billowed out, but not a second was wasted. Though choking and half-blinded, the Anointed hurled themselves through the doorway . . . and into whatever lay beyond.




    ‘Spread yourselves out! Don’t bunch together!’ came the hoarse cry of the Warlord, just in case any of them were still alive. He paused for a moment, then with a wave of his sword sent the Elite through the smoke next.




    Getting ready to send the third wave in, Arturus paused to reflect that something was clearly wrong. Despite a frenzy of angry shouting and a furious gale of missile-throwing, there was no roar of immolating flames, no death screams, no hint of rawgr-generated carnage. It almost sounded as if his advance troops were somehow prevailing . . .




    Through the wall of smoke that yet hung around the blasted doorway, Arturus could see nothing. But it sounded as if his own men were moving further in, pursuing something . . .




    The sweat was oozing from every clammy pore, and his already laboured heart had begun pounding like the drums of war. What was happening in there?




    Suddenly he almost leapt for joy as he heard the voice of Gwyllch, his chief bodyguard, bellowing above the din.




    ‘Lord Bloodnose, he’s dead!’




    His world now safe again, Arturus boldly strode through the pall of smoke and into the Chamber of Drauglir.




    To his surprise, not a single one of his own men was dead. The room, in fact, seemed completely devoid of enemy. No dark knights, no necromancers, not even the dreaded stained-glass demons. The only remnant of the evil of Vaagenfjord Maw now lay unmoving at the top of the ziggurat. Inert, prostrate, with a long sword buried in its heart.




    The Evil One? Could it really be . . . ?




    Then his disbelieving stare was wrenched off to the right, where the main body of his forces was still engaged in some kind of pursuit. Standing with the Anointed, who seemed at a loss as to what to do next, Bloodnose peered at the obscure scene and realized that the Elite had discarded most of their weapons and were now in full cry after a single fleeing figure that was now disappearing into the darkness of the far end of the hall. There followed a flurry of useless activity and much shouting in cheated fury and frustration.




    Minutes later, Gwyllch came bounding back to the Warlord with a look of indignant wrath upon his ruddy features.




    ‘My Lord,’ he breathed hoarsely, ‘the rawgr Scathur seems to have eluded us, for the moment. But behold, Drauglir is dead!’




    Bloodnose was lost for words. He could hardly believe his good fortune.




    ‘Thank you, my man,’ he managed at last, and turned towards the ziggurat. ‘You’re absolutely sure that thing’s dead, aren’t you?’




    ‘Absolutely, my Lord,’ Gwyllch replied. ‘I climbed up myself and checked.’




    ‘Well done, then,’ Arturus nodded. ‘You can leave this to me now.’ And, clutching his Holy Greatsword, he began to ascend.




    ‘Actually,’ he called back as an afterthought, ‘you can go first, if you like.’




    With Gwyllch several paces behind him, the warlord began ascending the ziggurat. The closer he got to the altar, the more reassurance he felt that the still form atop it was, as Gwyllch claimed, truly dead. And when he cautiously gained the topmost step and gazed down at the lifeless hulk of the once-terrible Rawgr lying motionless upon the cold stone, Arturus knew he need fear no more.




    ‘Drauglir is dead!’ he cried out in triumph.




    He savoured these words that he and generations of forebears had dreamed of uttering for so long, but which none had yet dared believe would ever actually be said.




    Yet despite his relief, here at the end of all his exertions and tribulations, there lurked a cutting shard of disappointment, a bitterness that began to saw its way through his elation and would remain eternally buried in his heart, tainting his long-coveted victory.




    For he was the one meant to slay the bringer of all their woes, cutting this cancer of corruption from the world and ending forever the threat of a dark and terrible future. He was the one who should look forward to being celebrated for centuries to come, as the Hero of the Age immortalized in the songs of the skalds and akynns.




    Yet the Enemy lay here already dead, his destruction snatched from Bloodnose’s outstretched fingers by the hands of another. Just who had plunged that sword into the Rawgr’s heart, Arturus did not yet know or even care right now. He felt, inexplicably, that it had been planted in his own.




    Grasping it firmly by the hilt, Bloodnose wrenched the offending weapon out of the corpse and hurled it all the way down to the floor below, using all the strength that his fat arms were capable of. Those of his followers not vainly engaged in the hunt for Scathur (which meant mainly the young boys, who were now laughing and busy playing tag) flinched as the steel rang loudly upon cut marble and clattered into silence in some dark corner of the huge room.




    Now the sacking of Vaagenfjord Maw could commence. Every item of worth or unworth would be destroyed. Any statue or idol small enough to be brought down from its plinth would be smashed into powder. All icons or standards would be burnt. All books, tomes, librams, scrolls or any other record of dark arts practised here would be utterly eradicated. The whole place must be purged of Evil from top to bottom, erasing any chance of even a small remnant of Drauglir’s influence remaining on this benighted island.




    At least, that is what history would later recall.




    And amid the noise of destruction, no one would notice the frail, mail-clad hand of an old man reach into a dark recess, withdraw the blade that had slain the Rawgr, and slip it quietly beneath his tunic.




    The destruction of Vaagenfjord Maw was a thorough yet hurried process. For although nearly every living thing that had dwelt in the den of the Rawgr perished in the siege, and nearly everything else in it was either destroyed or removed, it had been the original intention to raze the entire place down to its very foundations. Instead the actual fortress survived almost intact. Carved as it was into the very mountainside, and massive beyond the reckoning of the Peladanes, not even the most ardent efforts of the most skilful artisans could make much of a dent in it. How could it be brought down to its foundations when its foundations stemmed from the very earth itself? And the Peladanes, however well supplied, could not survive for too long on that remote arctic island.




    So they had to content themselves with destroying or illicitly appropriating whatever they could lay their hands on, otherwise leaving the whole place as an empty memorial to all that had transpired there.




    Many grumbled that their search had not been thorough enough, and that there must still be hidden places storing great treasures. Others feared that it would attract new evil to it were it left open, so the entire complex was sealed and entrusted to the guardianship of the Oghain, whose homeland lay but a few days away over the water.




    But in time, as often happens, original priorities are forgotten, and even the sentinels eventually drifted away. Vaagenfjord Maw came to be just a name, a place of ill omen that lay safely remote somewhere far, far away to the North. Out of both sight and mind, it became nothing more than a kind of bogeyman, a byword for evil.




    Despite the strict decree that all items found there were to be destroyed on pain of death, most Peladanes felt that the vanquished Rawgr owed them something, and they resorted to the time-honoured rule of war that plunder was the right of the conqueror. As a result, many innocuous souvenirs managed to find themselves resting upon the mantelpieces of returning veterans, or hanging from their parlour walls gathering dust. Many, in time, were lost, broken or discarded, and not a few eventually reached the marketplaces of the South to be sold as relics of the glorious campaign. They represented a profitable source of income for those soldiers who bargained wisely.




    Eventually, centuries later, at a time when the names of Drauglir and Vaagenfjord Maw had passed into the ignominy of folklore, and nearly all the relics of that place had disappeared or disintegrated one way or another, one such item found itself again heading for the bargaining table. Wrapped up in a thick layer of oily sackcloth, a long and curiously shaped sword was being brought to market. Dumped carelessly atop a small pile of millet sacks, it was bounced about in the back of a large camel-cart with every bump in the road.




    Amongst the other payload in the cart on this day were several kegs of dried ox-meat, a cartwheel being taken to town for repair, and two dark-skinned men dressed in rough camelhair cloaks. Their heads wrapped in grubby cheches to keep out the dust, they were jolted up and down uncomfortably as they slumped awkwardly against the millet sacks. One had on a tether a small brown-and-black goat that crouched wretchedly between a huge basket of green lemons and a tobacco bale. Now and then its owner would stretch out his leg lazily and kick it for daring to pass its droppings, thus confusing the cringing, bleating animal even more. A third man, lighter-skinned with blond hair and an untidy red beard (clearly a traveller from the North), sat upon a large pile of rugs, wondering if he could jump unnoticed from the cart and avoid paying his fare.




    A large iron-bound chest was tucked unobtrusively but carefully between two crates of dates. This was heavily padlocked as it contained some unusual items that might just make this whole dusty, sweaty journey worth all the bother. The driver of the cart hated this particular route. Snaking up by the banks of the Qaladr and through the desert, the road was open to all sorts of danger: wild animals, thieves and, worst disaster of all, the very real possibility that any one of the vital water-holes along the way might have dried up. Was it all worth it just to sell the pathetic selection of wares he now carried in the back?




    Still, at least he had those little bottles of smelly stuff in the chest there. Those and the carefully wrapped bars of metal, those strange ‘scholarly instruments’ – whatever they might be – and the jars of powders. They should fetch a good price, just so long as the alchemist was still in business.




    A strange man, that one, he had been in Qaladmir for years now. Never could tell how he made a living, but he always had a stack of cash at hand, ready to buy funny items that no one else had any use for. Sometimes you’d bring him bits and bobs worth a gold piece or two and he’d just laugh in your face; other times he’d spot something you’d swear was useless and pay a fortune for it.




    Odd, definitely not normal – but at least it meant money.




    With great relief the carter at last beheld the unmistakable sight of the Qaladmir mountain looming up ahead, with its city of sparkling fountains, swaying palms and gleaming palaces of turquoise and gold, high up on its slopes. A most wonderful sight indeed after the long days of gruelling travel. And before long he was driving his dromedary-hauled cart triumphantly through the massive, arched gateway that breached the towering city wall. Here at last was succour from thirst, hunger and weariness, and a chance to indulge in those private pleasures that were so difficult when travelling with only three men, two camels and a goat.




    But before any of that came the wearisome but exigent need to acquire some hard cash, the only key that opened any doors in this place. First he must negotiate streets ankle-deep in filth and lined with the worst cases of poverty, disease and corruption in the whole of the Qalad basin. To eventually reach the upper terraces where wealth, luxury and beauty resided, he had to push his way through this throng of beggars, drug-pedlars and assorted opportunistic ne’er-do-wells and get to the alchemist’s place.




    ‘Pashta? Good day to you!’ rasped the pedlar through the open doorway of the alchemist’s hovel.




    Flicking away a large bluebottle that seemed determined to force its way in between his honey-smeared lips, Pashta-Maeva the alchemist looked up from his book and sighed.




    ‘Oh no . . . please not now,’ he muttered in a voice heavy with bored resignation. ‘Not that dusty-faced, red-eyed little nosebleed again! Right now, I think I’d rather push hatpins into my eyes than talk to him.’




    Glancing at the figure silhouetted in the doorway against the searing white sunlight of the hot afternoon, Pashta reflected upon the luxurious coolness here inside his house. Though only on the second level of this five-tiered city, therefore still in the poorer quarters, his abode possessed the clean simplicity of a monastic temple, austere but comfortable, a refuge from the noise, heat and dust of the street outside. Here he could practise his arts, write his theses and dream his dreams, undisturbed by the smelly denizens of the streets outside. And thereby still retain the anonymity that protected him from the unwelcome attention of any of the powerful cults controlling this city. For his work was, to say the least, ‘uncommon’, and there were many out there who distrusted such deviance from the norm.




    ‘Ah well, business is business, and he may have something of vague use in his magpie’s hoard of trinkets this time. See to him will you, Nipah. Keep him talking while I finish this . . . sun-dried lizard slop you call dinner.’




    He went back to picking distastefully at the meal before him, while the lanky youth sitting opposite him got sulkily to his feet and went to meet the pedlar, scuffing his sandalled feet noisily on the stone-tiled floor as he went.




    ‘Hello, I’m Nipah Glemp,’ the boy announced to the dust-caked stranger who stood before him, then he added politely, ‘Did you have a nice journey?’




    A choking splutter of a laugh from Pashta behind him made Nipah realize that this probably wasn’t the best way to greet someone who has just spent the last few days toiling through one of the worst regions of the desert. Nipah Glemp was often described as being ‘alone with his thoughts’, conversation having never been one of his strong points.




    ‘Hello yourself, young sir,’ the pedlar replied with a fixed smile. ‘I’ve got a few little items in my cart which might interest your master. Perhaps you’d both like to take a gander, eh?’




    Nipah smiled nervously, wondering just what to say next.




    ‘Look, just bloody ask him in, will you, and stop dithering,’ Pashta chided from within.




    Nipah stepped back and bade their visitor enter.




    ‘Well, Xhasha,’ said Pashta, holding a jug of cool black beer to his lips, without offering any to his guest, ‘what valuable little gems to extend the frontiers of human knowledge do you have for me today? Something worthy, I trust? Scorpions’ legs, perhaps, or camels’ teeth? Maybe even (and let us not get our hopes up too high) some strangely coloured pebbles you found whilst rooting around in the latrine of High Priest Brethed’s Temple of Correction?’




    Insulting simple folk like Xhasha the pedlar, who came from a part of the country where irony was not readily grasped, was one of Pashta’s less endearing pleasures in life. Xhasha replied: ‘Well, I did have a box of dried fragrant weasel, but I lost that when I threw it after some passenger who ran off without paying me.’




    ‘A box of dried fragrant weasel!’ exclaimed the alchemist, clasping his hands to his face in simulated delight. ‘What a boon! What a treasure! What a veritable catalytic cornerstone in the development of alchemical science! My heart has not soared so since the time you brought me some powdered seaweed!’




    ‘What’s seaweed?’ Nipah interposed unguardedly.




    ‘Weed that comes from the sea, dear boy. Hence: “sea”, “weed”. It looks uncannily like the stuff you served up for dinner.’




    ‘I’m here as an apprentice alchemist,’ he retorted, ‘not a scullion!’




    ‘I’m glad you’re aware of that fact,’ Pashta replied, ‘though I’ve seen precious little evidence of your development under my tutelage. Fifteen years old and still can’t translate Quiravian! Anyway, Xhasha, let’s have a look at your hoard of treasures, shall we?’




    They all moved from the cool, dark room and out into the fierce heat of the day. There the pedlar dragged the heavy chest to the rear edge of the cart, unlocked it, and threw open the lid. Pashta was already feigning lack of interest before even beginning to peruse its contents.




    ‘Hmm, not much here, I’m afraid . . . No, got that already, and one of those . . . and I wouldn’t touch that with a billhook. Nothing here I could use, really, unless . . .’




    And so the well-practised warm-up to their haggling began.




    Nipah Glemp, tall for his age and strikingly handsome, did not at first sight appear to be the obvious candidate for the role of alchemist’s apprentice. The science of alchemy was still very new to this part of the world, and most people (at least those who had any idea that it existed at all) regarded it with extreme suspicion. Educated and uneducated parents alike forbade their children to go anywhere near Pashta’s house after nightfall. Thus the only folk who had any dealings at all with this strange man tended to be rather strange themselves: oddballs, underworld-dwellers and nocturnal wanderers. The ideal apprentice, in most people’s eyes, should have been a slightly hunched, saucer-eyed, bandy-legged youth who mumbled to himself and twitched a lot.




    So it was met with much interest when Pashta decided to accept the comely presence of Nipah Glemp into his practice. The boy’s mother, for one, had been surprised and disappointed by his choice of career. But now, five months into his apprenticeship, he was already showing signs of becoming a success at his trade; he was becoming increasingly withdrawn, his face was acquiring a disturbingly wan pallor, and his grooming had taken a sharp turn downhill. Nevertheless he remained highly intelligent, studious, and above all absorbed in his work.




    Totally so. He would spend hours poring over the strange leather-bound librams in Pashta’s study, learning the history of far-off lands as well as more relevant subjects. He had assembled his own collection of ancient relics, which he liked to rummage through, trying to imagine what kind of people their previous owners had been. Inevitably he would see them as heroes, and assumed he could become just like them if he honoured the possessions that had once been theirs.




    Already he had acquired a great knowledge of how substances worked. At a surprisingly early stage in his schooling he had learnt, and been impressed by, the energy and strange powers that could be unleashed when certain combinations of elements reacted together. A bit like people, he mused. And he was ever keen to try out different substances and experiment with new magicks.




    Thus it was always with great interest that he would examine the wares offered by pedlars from afar. Today, however, there did indeed appear to be nothing in Xhasha’s trunks that Nipah wanted to get his hands on; just the standard items that any self-respecting alchemist would already possess. Most disappointing.




    The two men were by now arguing quite vehemently; it was mid-afternoon and the blistering heat was doing nothing to cool their tempers. Pashta was as disappointed as his assistant, but Xhasha was livid. His one chance of making this trip worthwhile was unavoidably slipping out of his grasp with every dismissive gesture of the alchemist’s hand. Nipah looked longingly over his shoulder at the welcoming sight of the shady doorway that promised relief from the heat.




    As he did so, his gaze fell upon the strange bundle of oily rags perched atop the millet sacks on the cart. Immediately an odd sensation came over him, flashing into his mind and then out again so quickly that it was almost imperceptible. As his regard lingered upon the bundle, the noises of the street faded. He suddenly felt alone in the world, just himself and that oily bundle, and he did not like this sensation at all. A soft, persuasive voice, compelling yet sinister, seemed to call out to him, not from the cart but from far, far beneath the ground. He wanted to cry out, but something in his mind told him to wait and see what would happen.




    Suddenly he snapped out of his reverie as Pashta began yelling at the traveller. Taking a deep breath, the youth gazed around at the comfortable familiarity of the street, relieved that his daydream was over but still feeling puzzled. The bargaining seemed to be over, and his master was striding indoors, leaving the frustrated Xhasha, penniless still, glaring at the alchemist’s back as he disappeared into the dark.




    ‘I came all the way from Ben-Attan for you, mister! Why don’t you buy something?’




    Nipah smirked. This had happened before with other pedlars, but such incidents never seemed to bother Pashta. One day, the boy mused, his master’s blunt and mocking dismissiveness would work against him, and his eloquence would not then be able to save him. Still, the wily old goat had managed his affairs shrewdly up till now; he knew what he wanted, and what he did not.




    But Nipah was not sure this time. These pedlars travelled all over, acquiring goods that had been transported along trade routes extending right across the world. They often got hold of items that interested the impressionable youth greatly. So what was wrapped up in that bundle of rags that had drawn his attention so strangely?




    Glancing around to see if anyone was watching, he quietly lifted himself onto the back of the cart, picked his way through the millet sacks and, still without thinking, grasped hold of the greasy bundle. The sackcloth felt gritty, the oil having become encrusted with a layer of wind-blown sand, and whatever it contained was surprisingly heavy. Almost certainly metal, Nipah decided, and wondered excitedly what could be inside. Fumbling in his haste, and hoping that Xhasha would continue to be distracted by his ranting for a little longer, he unpeeled the mysterious object from its crude coverings, layer by layer, until its shape became more clearly defined. Surely it must be a weapon, maybe even a sword?




    Just then, the sound of the pedlar’s voice drew nearer, still spewing oaths. Within seconds now, Nipah realized, he would be discovered. Why had he not simply asked what the object was, without all this furtiveness? But he had to find out now, so without further thought he leapt over the side of the cart, landed lightly on the dusty earth and stole away out of sight.




    Breathing heavily from sheer nervousness, for he was unused to thieving, he rounded the corner of the house, leapt up the notched log leaning against the wall which served as a ladder, and gained the sanctuary of the flat roof above. A trapdoor led down to his room below, and now he could examine his prize undisturbed, secure in his little bedchamber and surrounded by his collection of other relics. His heart was pounding like an engine, not from physical exertion but from the anticipation of discovering just what it was he had purloined. He tore away the last remaining rag as if it were wrapping paper and stared wide-eyed at his latest acquisition.




    He had handled swords before, but nothing like the one that lay before him now. Long and curiously fashioned, it possessed a distinct aura of antiquity. There was something rather ominous about it, in the shape, the smell, the feel of it . . . Nipah did not know for sure, but . . .




    Actually he did not know anything, where it came from, how old it was, and its shape was totally unfamiliar to him. But he sensed that it was worth more than all his other relics put together. Staring uncomprehendingly at this magnificent blade, a thousand thoughts raced through his mind, while the sweat dripped from his body onto the grubby blanket he perched upon.




    ‘Nipah, where are you?’ came the irate tones of his teacher from below. The youth only vaguely heard his master complaining, but half-consciously thought: Old fool, see what you missed . . .




    And the heavy length of steel, lying across his knees, seemed almost to laugh with him.




    ‘We’re going to have to find out a little bit about you, aren’t we, sword?’ the boy whispered, and placed it carefully in the storage box beneath his bed.




    Fifteen years later, on a high, lonely hilltop, thousands of miles to the north, in the deadest part of the night, a small man knelt in prayer. It was a strange place to be praying, so lonesome and desolate, illumined only by the pale gleam of a half-moon. The town of Nordwas lay at the foot of the hill some way off, too remote to be of any comfort to this solitary figure. The only company he had – or knew of – were the rustling gorse bushes all around, draped in a ghostly, moon-silvered mantle of wind-blown loosestrife-beard, whistling in time with the sudden, irregular gusts of wind that spiralled over the bleak hilltop and cascaded down the other side, then over the moaning pine forest below. A strange place to be praying indeed.




    But in most people’s eyes, old Appa was himself rather strange. He had to be, to struggle up the steep hillside at his age, alone in the middle of the night, with only a staff to protect him. Many times he had cursed under his laboured breath as he stumbled over the rocks and stones strewn about the desolate slope, remnants of an ancient temple destroyed long before Drauglir’s time. The breath wheezed and rattled in Appa’s elderly windpipe as he perservered upwards, but his resolve never wavered. Such was the great need that drove him.




    However strange he might seem, he was not weird or dangerous, though he managed to discomfit almost everyone he came in contact with. Usually harmless enough when silent and alone with his inscrutable thoughts, whenever he did give voice it was always with a shrill and fiery rat-a-tat-tat making little or no sense to most people.




    His face was small and lean, like his body, and scored with the deep lines of age and hardship. But, unlike most folk his age, his small, bright eyes showed no hint of sorrow or regret for times past.




    Tonight, as ever, Appa was alone, for no one else ever frequented this place, by night or even by day. It was a place of ill omen, shunned by the local people, and avoided even by beasts and birds. But when Appa had finally reached the hilltop and paused to gaze down into the shallow depression where once the temple had stood, he felt no fear, only relief. There in front of him rose the last stones still intact of the crumbled shrine, pointing like black fingers towards the heavens.




    Appa had stood and shivered for a minute before drawing tightly about him his grey, woollen robe, then he picked his way carefully down the treacherous side of the gorse-covered depression.




    In the shelter of the hollow it suddenly became quiet, and Appa dropped to his knees upon a low, flat prayer stone the size of a hearthrug. The stars were obscured by gigantic, louring stormclouds that now blew steadily from the North, and the cool night air was soon filled with the familiar smell of moist turf.




    Whenever he had something important to brood on, Appa would come here to this ancient holy place of his cult. Alone and undisturbed in the cold, quiet night, he found he could always think much more clearly. And on this night, in particular, he knew he would need both the strength of his own conviction and the wisdom of his deity to guide him through the momentous days to come.




    Lord, he prayed, I am old and I am weak. The vigour of my youth has departed me, not just of my body but also of my mind, and doubts gnaw at my resolve like some rotting disease. For seventy years have I dwelt upon this world, seventy long years of toil in your service. I know that whatever days are left to me are few, yet I also know that those soon to come will determine the fate of many, perhaps the whole of Lindormyn! But yet I am confused, for what Finwald is now preaching has troubled me greatly. He serves our cult well, but surely this campaign he advocates against the forces of Evil will jeopardize the future of us all. Please, I beg of you, Lord, tell me more.




    He did not even notice the figure now standing on the rim of the hollow, looking down at him. It was tall and broad-backed, and from a powerful pair of shoulders hung a long sleeveless tunic of yak skin. In one hand it gripped a staff with an unlit lantern atop it, and from this hung a string of glistening orbs. Stretched over its head was a coif of satin-soft hide so silvery-white it seemed to absorb the moonglow, while upon his forehead rested a chaplet of translucent stones, lending the appearance of some kind of wizard.




    Although the wind up on the height raced past him like a frenzied beast, clawing at his coat and at the long black hair emerging from under the coif, he himself did not move a muscle. As motionless as the standing stones all around, he stared at the kneeling figure below with eyes burning red as glowing embers.




    Though the figure stood in full view, silhouetted against the silver-black of the lunar sky, the old priest remained unaware of his presence. Finally, Appa did sense something and looked up sharply. Though the figure remained, all the old man could see were the clouds, the half-moon and the sky.




    ‘Well, you heard him,’ intoned the stranger. ‘Is that too much to ask?’




    All Appa could hear was the wind in the rushes, and the shrill call of a distant night bird.




    The stranger continued: ‘All he asks for is a clue, a mere hint of what is afoot. That isn’t much, surely?’ This time there was a hint of pleading in his voice, but it was devoid of any subservience.




    There was no answer from the night, save for the sound of the waxing wind. Though these words were directed to a ridge on the other side of the hollow, even if Appa had turned to look behind him, in the same direction, he would have seen nothing. But there they were, all of them.




    Standing in a line, facing back over the ruined temple, were several figures where moments earlier only the ancient standing stones had been. It was difficult to tell exactly how many of them there were, as they manifested as shadows that shifted in form between megalith and man, merging amongst each other and also with the shifting shapes of the night. Their robes were grey, a vapid neutral grey, the colour of ash that has long forgotten the heat of fire. These garments covered their figures so completely that not even the red-eyed one opposite could guess what lay beneath those enveloping hoods.




    Like him, they stood motionless except for their wind-whipped raiment, which flew about them in tatters like a mad frenzy of bats. The whole night now seemed to join in a frantic, violent dance as the wind increased to gale force, bending the long grasses first one way then another, and sending spirals of dead leaves flying through the darkness in vortices of madness. The stormclouds raced on across the sky, a rolling mass of turbulence gathering momentum with each minute that passed. Appa peered about himself in alarm, and futilely drew his woollen cloak tighter about his stick-like frame.




    All the while, the grey-robed watchers stood silent and unmoving.




    Then the middle one spoke at last.




    Its voice was hollow, without a trace of emotion, like the slam of a judge’s hammer when sentence has been passed.




    ‘You are playing a game with us, lord. When Finwald first announced his intention of essaying this quest, we were well within our bounds in letting you suggest to Appa here that he should go too. And when you then insisted he take Bolldhe along with him, again we made no objection. Even when you pleaded with us to give Appa a hint that there was some treachery afoot, yet again we found it in our hearts to comply. But what we cannot do is to continue with this game any further, for perhaps you will only be satisfied when we have revealed each and every secret of your enemy. Have we not already conceded you enough?’




    ‘No you haven’t, as well you know! These fragments of hints are like mere needles in a pine forest. How can any mortal be expected to make sense out of them?’ The lantern-holder’s eyes glowed even hotter, as he protested.




    ‘But,’ the other argued, ‘that is more than I have allowed to your enemy. For I have given him leave to grant no information at all; not even the sliver of a needle in a pine forest.’




    ‘That is because my enemy has no need to learn more! The dice were loaded in his favour from the start, so he has almost won the game before it begins. I was under the impression that you and your brothers are here to ensure that neither of us gains an unfair advantage.’ His voice rankled with the unfairness of it all, and he ground the tip of his staff into the turf, rattling the lantern and the string of orbs attached to it.




    But the hooded ones remained unmoving, unmoved. ‘Let us not be naive,’ their leader replied. ‘We all know that the game does not start here. It began five hundred years ago, when Scathur ended his master’s life. And even that game began long before the construction of Vaagenfjord Maw. These battles between you and your enemy have been going on ever since the world began. Whoever wins one round passes on the advantage to the other for the next round. And thus will it go on forever, if we have anything to do with it.’




    Though there was still no feeling in the words of the hooded one, the tone was a little more relaxed. Perhaps coloured by a tiny hint of ironic intimacy, as though the speaker had become well accustomed to the persuasive machinations of his opponent? They had clearly had this argument before.




    The red-eyed entity began again. ‘You and I are old combatants, Time. Always I seek to build, but always you have the final say, and thwart me. You and your fellows stand there like statues, as if imagining that by your rigidity you can keep the world just as you like it. Yes, we are old combatants; and I know which, out of myself and my enemy, you lean towards. But think not of politics or power games; just look at the man now before us . . .’




    They dropped their gaze to where Appa knelt shivering in the cold, his aged frame bent under the burdens of a lifetime. Here, all alone and praying so earnestly, he was a pathetic sight, his face shrivelled up like an old potato left to go bad at the bottom of a sack, all screwed up with such anxiety.




    ‘Are you without pity?’ The tall one’s burning eyes tried to bore through the heavy grey cloth of Time’s hood, tried to catch any glimpse of an expression. But, as usual, he was wasting his time, for the hood was completely impenetrable.




    He went on: ‘It is but a simple request. He does not ask for secret powers, or vast armies. All he asks for is a little knowledge . . . call it an omen, if you like.




    ‘Omen, indeed.’ His opponent laughed. ‘Omens are games, baits, illusions set to trap the simple-minded. Omens can be misread, with disastrous results. Would you risk the life of your old servant here in such deceptions?’




    ‘Well, yes, frankly,’ the other replied with a shrug.




    ‘Then who is without pity now?’




    ‘Do not dare to speak to me that way! Remember that you too are a servant, though I must yield to you sometimes.’




    More deferential now, but still unwavering, the grey figure replied, ‘Well, such things as pity are not for me or my brothers to discuss. Besides, it is you and your adversary who play the games, not us. We merely ensure that the rules are kept, leaning towards neither side. The rules have been set, the pieces are now in play, and the game is in your hands. We shall involve ourselves no further.’




    And on that final note the audience was over.




    Appa was unaware of the strangers, even though they had been standing within yards of him, but his old prescience told him he would get no answer tonight. With bent shoulders and a deeply furrowed brow, the old priest rose wearily to his feet and brushed the clinging lichen from his robe. As he shuffled away, deeply troubled, he resigned his fate, and indeed that of the whole world, to the whim of Chance in the days to come. Perhaps he and this man Bolldhe would find the answers in time.




    The silent figures watched the old man depart. The gale still blew, tearing at the ragged robes of Time and his brothers, as the red-eyed one addressed them.




    ‘So, he is leaving the outcome to you, Time – you and the fellow by your side,’ he sneered. ‘Not much of a pair to put your faith in: Time and Chance?’




    The second figure in grey said not a word at this mention of his name, but there was a third figure standing on Chance’s other side. It was this one, wearing an engraved stone tablet suspended on a heavy chain around its neck, which responded with a small sound. Red-Eye wondered if it was a laugh.




    ‘And only you will have any idea of the outcome, eh, Fate?’




    Only when Appa was finally swallowed up by the dark forest below did Time speak: ‘They are bound for the Far North, the realm of Fate, it is true. Though he puts his faith not in us but in you. Or rather in this Bolldhe of yours – though why in such a faithless, unreliable, wandering old rogue is beyond me.’




    ‘He is not “my” Bolldhe,’ the lantern-bearer retorted. ‘He has no allegiance to me at all. Not yet, anyway.’




    ‘Quite,’ Time replied.




    ‘Or to you either, come to that,’ Red-Eye snarled.




    Time continued his needling: ‘And it is a mortal so unreliable that you expect to thwart your enemy, by following yon priest into hardship and darkness, maybe even laying down his life for something he does not believe in? Is that not a little optimistic?’




    The lantern-bearer turned his gaze directly on his questioner. ‘That is all you have allowed me, as you have been at pains to point out.’




    There was a pause, then Time persisted: ‘True, but we did not specify Bolldhe. He was your choice, though you could have chosen anyone: an elder, a high priest, even a warrior hero . . . What is it about this vagrant that makes you select him, above all others, as the one to now champion your cause?’




    Red-Eye gave a smile: cunning and without joy, but a smile nevertheless, for clearly he knew something he was not about to reveal. Yet it was a smile without substance, for if the fate of the world did indeed rest upon a ‘faithless, unreliable, wandering old rogue’, Red-Eye did not rate their chances too highly.




    ‘I know his past, his mettle and his mind. He is unique. He may betray my will as often as he likes on the journey, but I believe he can be guided and moulded, so that by the end he will know exactly what to do. That is why I send my devoted servant along with him. And as for the outcome, only time will tell.’




    ‘Don’t count on it,’ Time murmured.




    No one else knew of their presence there, and nor did anyone care. The night held secret terrors enough for the good folk of Nordwas without their venturing up into the dark hills. The rumours circulating throughout the region were beginning to trouble people, till sleep became the only sure escape from night-time’s shadow of fear. For the Darktime has claws, and they can reach out even from your dreams to grasp your soul and wrench it from you in peals of quivering laughter . . .




    But as the pale gleam of early dawn began to wax in the eastern sky, the birds one by one began their song while night began to fade, yielding inevitably to the bright warmth of another day. And finally, as the birdsong had grown from that single voice to a tumultuous chorus of delight, the tired, lonely figure of a little grey man at last reached the wooden gates breaching the stockade wall of Nordwas.
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    The Moot at Wintus Hall
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    THERE WAS AN AIR of mounting excitement as the market hall began to fill. Each passing minute would see more people pass through the heavy oaken doors to enter the echoing vaults beneath Wintus Hall, swelling the throng that waited in anticipation there. Although these vaults were large and cavernous, built to accommodate the entire household of Wintus Hall in the event of siege, those newly arriving had to push their way through the crowd just to find somewhere to stand. And with each minute the noise grew more tumultuous, as all waited impatiently for the proceedings to commence.




    Master Gapp Radnar sat towards one end of the dais, squinting at the crowd through his spectacles and occasionally rubbing his reddened eyes. A thick haze of tobacco smoke hung in the air, its obnoxious fumes tainted further by the caustic odour of various other herbs being smoked throughout the hall. No one else even seemed to notice this pollution, but Gapp was suffering badly as his eyes smarted incessantly.




    Occasionally he scratched the back of his neck in discomfort, where the thongs holding his lenses in place kept itching behind his ears. Despite his fifteen years, he felt very small and vulnerable sitting there, flanked by men who were all bigger and much more important. He was confronted by the largest crowd of onlookers he had ever seen in his life. All of them seemed to be staring right back at him, and he felt nervous, intimidated and so self-conscious that it was all he could do to stop himself burying his face in his hands.




    Steepling his fingers before him in an effort to look self-collected and important, he covertly studied the men arrayed before him in the body of the hall.




    What a bunch of blackguards, he thought. I wouldn’t trust one of them to run an errand, let alone embark upon a sacred quest.




    Ordinarily used as a meeting place of the Peladanes alone, it would normally have been a sea of green, that being the predominant colour worn by their order. Peladane society observed strict rules of hierarchy, one’s rank determining the number of colours one could wear, but each and every member, from highest to lowest, wore a long green robe called the Ulleanh. Today however, the vaults of Wintus Hall were liberally sprinkled with the alternative shades favoured by a wide variety of mercenaries.




    Just look at the ditch-born scum, Gapp’s thoughts went on. Dented armour, notched axes, dirty clothes, filthy faces and hair that looks as if it’s served to clean out the grease-tray under the pork-spit.




    Of course, he knew, many of them had endured days, possibly weeks of hard travel to get here. The boy ran a finger through the shock of clean, well-combed brown hair that crowned the top of his own head, and wondered briefly if he too might look as they did in the weeks to come.




    There was one in particular to whom Gapp had taken a dislike right from the moment he had first clapped eyes on him. That one there, right in the front row, the one who was staring at him even now. Though Gapp kept trying to avoid eye contact, yet their eyes constantly seemed to meet. The boy would casually survey the back of the hall or rest his gaze on the middle distance, but always there would be the old rogue staring, glaring, straight back at him. This time Gapp hurriedly averted his gaze and studied the table-top instead, nervously scratching at its surface with his fingernails.




    ‘Will you cut that out, you little prat!’ snarled a hung-over voice at his side. ‘It’s like demons scraping their claws on the inside of my skull . . .’




    Gapp muttered an apology, keeping his eyes lowered. Stufi and Bhormann, seated right next to him, might be his master’s closest drinking mates but they certainly were not Gapp’s favourite company. As fully fledged Peladanes they were entitled to wear a white surplice over the Ulleanh, and in the case of Bhormann it was adorned with the black hem denoting a sergeant. But the cleanness of these outer garments could not hide the filthiness of the chainmail hauberks beneath, which were permanently soiled with old blood and flakes of dried skin, causing the pair to stink permanently of rotten flesh. In his eyes they were as crass and decadent as the worst of the drunken oafs holding forth in the Peladanes’ favourite taverns in Nordwas. Gapp decided he would almost prefer the company of the mercenaries.




    The Order of Peladanes, Gapp reflected, how could you sum them up? They were charismatic and lordly and magnificent, of course, and he could not help but look up to them in awe but, Jugg’s Udders, they made a lot of noise. In fact they shouted all the time; they woke up shouting, shouted all through the day, then went to bed shouting. Some even shouted in their sleep.




    A voice rose above the noise, striving to be heard.




    ‘Could we have a little less noise, please. The council will commence shortly.’




    Those who even heard this request either glared at the speaker in contempt or openly jeered. Gapp glanced to his left to see who had dared make this announcement, and saw that it was Finwald. The young man stood hesitant for a while, then sat down abruptly. As he glanced in Gapp’s direction, he gave him a smile as one might to an ally.




    Which in a way they were, neither of them being held in any regard whatsoever by the assembled throng: Gapp because of his youth and lowly status as an esquire, and Finwald because he was neither a Peladane nor even a soldier. Civilians were barely welcome here at Wintus Hall; even the warlike mercenaries were accorded little regard. But the presence of a Lightbearer curdled the atmosphere right from the start. Those gathered here today were all soldiers, who had nothing but the deepest loathing for Lightbearers, especially their hated mage-priests.




    Even the charismatic Finwald, the instigator of this whole quest, was seen by these hardened fighters as belonging to the lowest vermin on the face of Lindormyn. Gapp felt sorry for him, as he surely did not deserve such treatment. Finwald was one of the most popular men in Nordwas, and that said a lot in this town where the glorious Peladanes enjoyed the status of demigods. But these jealous knights were not used to sharing popularity with others not of their narrow beliefs. Yet even amongst their own ranks there were some that would occasionally welcome Finwald into their homes with a loaf of bread and a tilted jug. He was friendly, supportive and caring to everyone, unlike the majority of mage-priests in Nordwas.




    The boy had taken notice of him ever since Finwald had come to Nordwas. Handsome, elegantly attired and possessing a distinctly ‘foreign’ look, he invariably turned heads on the occasions he set foot outside the temple. Now and again he would even sit with Gapp and answer patiently his many eager questions about life down South, among deserts, exotic peoples, fabulous beasts and the famously decadent city of Qaladmir. For Gapp he provided a welcome distraction from the humdrum daily existence of this small, isolated town.




    With piercing dark eyes and long, straight, dark-brown hair falling to his shoulders, the young priest’s pallor contrasted sharply with the rest of his dramatic appearance: the wide-brimmed hat, the sweeping cloak and the thigh-length boots all of jet black. The only hint of colour about him was a large, ornate silver Amulet of Cuna, the torch-shaped symbol of his cult that hung proudly upon his chest.




    Yes, Finwald had come a long way from his early days in Qaladmir. He had matured so thoroughly in body and mind that perhaps only his modesty and lack of ambition prevented him from achieving worldly greatness. Gone now was the shyness of youth, to be replaced by a cool confidence and strength of purpose and a firm belief in all he did.




    It was after first meeting Appa, when the old priest visited Qaladmir twelve years earlier, that Finwald became disillusioned with the corruption of his native city and with continuing the alchemist’s trade. Embracing the Word of Cuna with a glad and joyous heart, he had finally persuaded Appa to take him back home with him to Nordwas. Here, in this northern frontier town, Finwald had made his new home. Accepted into the cult of Cuna as a Lightbearer, in a surprisingly short time he was ordained as a mage-priest. A few years later he won the heart of the daughter of a Peladane, an entrancing beauty named Aluine who could have taken her pick of Nordwas’s finest. Inevitably their betrothal had caused much resentment amongst the Peladanes, and still did.




    Undeterred by his reception from their audience, he was soon smiling and chatting with the Warlord’s son seated beside him, a familiarity that aggravated the warriors even further.




    Nibulus Wintus also liked Finwald, though as followers of different cults they might normally have kept their distance. And although the cult of Cuna was counter to the warrior ideals of Pel-Adan, they were not openly hostile. The Lightbearers, devotees of Cuna, had moved up from the South many centuries earlier, while the Peladanes were relative newcomers to Nordwas, having arrived only in the last hundred years or so to swell the population and fortify the place against their common enemies. Both cults had since managed to coexist in an uneasy but mutually respectful truce, if not in close harmony.




    Unlike his friend Finwald, Nibulus could never really take any religion seriously, even his own cult, which was not, by most people’s standards, particularly spiritual in its demands. Though regularly observing temple rituals, true worship for the Peladanes was through combat and conquest, and their collection plate was a cart of harvested heads. Their holy water was hot and red, their incense charnel-scented, and their choir music provided by the screams of dying enemies. Magic and meditation were forbidden by their Warlords, for, as Finwald put it, ‘They want to hold the keys to heaven in their own hands.’




    Nibulus was son and heir to the Warlord Artibulus, the leader of all the Northern Peladanes, and Nibulus himself was considered the mightiest warrior in Nordwas. Having, over the years, enthusiastically accompanied his father on many campaigns down in the South, he revelled in the glory and excitement of battle and had often proved himself a true follower of the Holy Order of Peladanes.




    At six-foot-four and built like a siege-engine, Nibulus was a formidable adversary and had trained all his life as a swordsman. Fully armoured and wielding his Greatsword, few could stand up to him. Yet the fierce posturing and well-rehearsed snarling that were the custom with so many of his kind were not for Nibulus. He had long ago learned that with his bulk he had no need of such artifice. In any case, his chubby, good-looking, personable features just did not seem intended for looking mean. Eschewing the long, flowing locks that were the fashion amongst his comrades, he kept his black hair modestly short and let the stubble grow freely on his jaw.




    Today he had donned all four colours of his elevated rank: green, white and black, burnished with the gold braiding of a Thegne. But he wore this uniform loosely, casually, one might even say untidily. The colours may have designated his eminence, but the way he wore them definitely befitted his disposition.




    Nibulus had everything going for him that a warrior could hope for, and at only twenty-five years of age he still had much to look forward to. He cared little for the disapproval that some of his kind felt towards him, that being due mainly to his unpardonable closeness to Finwald. It was one thing to employ a Lightbearer as a flunky but quite another to actually become friends with one. Where would it all end? Getting married to a horse?




    The aged cleric Appa was also sitting at the table, looking frailer than usual after his night out in the hills. His eyes were cast down, his head resting upon one hand, and he looked as if he bore the troubles of the whole world on his back. The fingers of his other hand were clutched in his thick cropped grey hair. Nobody else at the table talked to him, or even acknowledged his existence. They preferred, like most others, to avoid this mad old priest, who incessantly mumbled mantras whilst rapping his ring against the Cuna symbol on his chest, and who smelt permanently of the ewe’s butter that the priests used to mould their candles. And he, for his part, seemed completely oblivious to the present company.




    ‘Looks as if your brother priest’s had a good night on the town,’ Nibulus commented to Finwald without bothering to lower his voice. ‘Didn’t know he had it in him.’




    Finwald smiled uncomfortably. ‘I know he seems a bit odd, but he really is a good man. We often disagree on things . . .’ He broke off to scan the room again.




    The chamber had now filled to total capacity, with still no sign of the Warlord, and most of the warriors and mercenaries were becoming visibly impatient. The waiting was even worse for Gapp, though, as his discomfort over being stared at increased.




    Armpits, he realized, he’s still doing it!




    Gapp had never seen anyone so grim-looking in all his life, not even amongst all these other murderous ruffians here today. The staring one seemed to have something very wrong with his face; exactly what Gapp could not say, for it was shaded by a great, charcoal-grey hood with two long crow’s feathers sticking out to the left side. Maybe he was trying to hide his features because he was wanted by the local militia? Not impossible, Gapp considered, since there had been reports of Tyvenborg thieves operating in the area recently. Even the soldiers sitting on either side of the hooded man seemed to regard him with distaste, judging by the way they kept edging away from him on the crowded bench. All Gapp could definitely make out was a single eye staring back at him, pale and deathly.




    He shivered involuntarily. These mercenaries were definitely not to his liking. Nibulus might feel easy in their company, but Gapp quailed at the thought of travelling with men such as these.




    As the tumult of impatience increased, he glanced nervously down the length of the head table. There were eleven places in all, and the council would only commence once all of these were occupied. But at present there were only seven men here, the remaining places being for Warlord Artibulus himself and his household officials. Those already present were himself, Nibulus and his two uncouth friends, Finwald, Appa . . .




    . . . And that weird-looking foreigner who had entered earlier with the old priest. Who exactly he was, Gapp could not guess. He did not look anything special, at first sight just a balding, red-faced bloke in his thirties with bloodshot, bulging eyes and a bit of a strange leer.




    Gapp appraised him for a moment longer and then was suddenly struck by a profound sense of melancholy. This emotion startled the boy considerably, for he could think of no reason for feeling this way. Unlike most of the mercenaries, this one looked neither brutal nor psychotic, nor did he seem to evince any of the arrogance and superiority that were the natural disposition of the typical Peladane. Could it be possible this was no warrior?




    But there was nevertheless something about him that frightened the boy. There was something bleak and unsettling in his bloodshot eyes, in the way he kept himself very much to himself, not even conversing with Appa. It was all very suspicious, a mage-priest of Cuna associating with one such as this, and Gapp had an ominous feeling that this man was a harbinger of deep, dark secrets. The thought stirred up all the sadness, fear and loneliness in Gapp that he would rather forget. Particularly the loneliness.




    He shook his head to clear it of such nonsense. The newcomer, he remembered now, was just that fellow Bolldhe, who had something significant to do with the quest; the one whom Appa had insisted must come along for the good of them all.




    But exactly what did Appa mean? So far he had not given a single hint as to why this stranger was so important. And it did seem a tad suspicious that the cleric should be hatching secret plans with a foreigner—




    Suddenly there was a fresh disturbance at the front of the throng. Someone new was pushing through to the head table, gesticulating and calling out urgently. It was yet another foreigner – really foreign this time – with dark skin, billowing robes and (of more immediate concern) a vicious, five-foot length of shining steel gripped tightly in both hands. In one dextrous bound he was suddenly clear of the crowd, and landed noiselessly upon the table right in front of Nibulus.




    ‘Death to the Green Ones!’ he cried, sword held high above Nibulus’s head.




    Gapp and the others at the table gaped in horror, but Nibulus himself remained motionless. Then the huge blade sliced downwards . . .




    . . . And stopped less than an inch from the Peladane’s skull.




    ‘Hi, Methuselech,’ Nibulus said cheerily. ‘Would you like a drop of wine?’




    The desert warrior lowered his sword gently and, all in one movement, he sheathed the weapon in its scabbard, then jumped to the floor and clasped his old friend in a joyous embrace.




    ‘Xilva!’ Nibulus laughed. ‘Glad you could make it, old pal.’




    Gapp’s eyes were wide with wonder. Though he had heard stories of the famous Methuselech, as had everyone in Nordwas, until now he had never set eyes on him. And what a sight he was, with that huge curved sword, the ornate hood with its tassels of braided wool hanging down his back, and the two fine golden chains that ran from each pierced ear to a pierced nostril. Incredible! Who here in the drab northlands would have the audacity to dress like that? This tall, lithe, handsome soldier of fortune evoked all the mystery of the legendary southlands that had fascinated Gapp so much since early childhood. This was about as exotic as it came, and Gapp’s heart surged with a giddy excitement at the thought of the days to come. In that one brief moment, his soul was filled with a bottomless yearning for adventure.




    ‘Fatman.’ The newcomer beamed, his open smile mirroring the happiness evident in Nibulus’s face. ‘It’s great to see you.’




    The man’s olive complexion and long jet-black hair, kept out of his eyes by a scarlet headband, identified him as a member of one of the tribes of desert-folk who dwelt in the Asyphe Mountains, impossibly far away.




    ‘Well, well, well! I always hoped you’d turn up,’ Nibulus went on. ‘How’s Phalopaeia?’




    ‘Oh, still alive. Still spending all my money.’




    ‘And the kids?’




    ‘Same as ever: rank, sweaty and covered in jam.’




    ‘Come, have some wine. Or some porter? In fact, let’s get pissed!’




    He turned to the others at the table. ‘Everyone, meet Methuselech Xilvafloese, a trusty old friend from way back. We used to ride together on my old man’s holy wars against the warriors of Frea-Vilyana.’ He gestured for Methuselech to take a seat in one of the vacant places, then went on with his introductions.




    ‘Uh . . . hullo,’ Gapp replied when it came to his turn. He wanted to say so much more, but this was the best he could manage in the presence of such sublime godliness. Just look at him! The gold of his boots and cummerbund shone like the flames on the highest temple altar, bringing with it the reflected warmth of hotter climes; the colour of his cloak’s lining was not merely red, but the scarlet of the blood of the gods themselves; while the dazzling white of his baggy shirt and trousers shone with a brilliance that surely no mortal bleacher anywhere on Lindormyn could match.




    The black of his cloak, however . . . well, that wasn’t any superior to the local black. No, Aescals, he had to concede, were good at all things black. Why did everything have to be so drab up North? Gapp’s own varicoloured tunic seemed to him so washed out, faded and dull – even the hues that were meant to be showy.




    The desert man merely scanned the boy up and down without a word. Gapp was summoning up courage to address the newcomer further but just then, with a strident fanfare, the Warlord Artibulus Wintus finally arrived. Flanked by two personal bodyguards, his scribe, his steward and his accountant, all arrayed in their finest livery, he strode towards them with a solemnity and pomp normally associated with royalty. Resplendent in green, white, black and gold, Artibulus bore upon his chest the xiphoid purple badge of Unferth, representing the sword of Pel-Adan himself and which could only be worn by a general. Armour that shone with the lustre of chrome glittered beneath every gap in his raiment, and his hair and even his face gleamed with a special radiance, as if he had just plunged his head into a tub of syrup.




    Many immediately leapt up from their seats and began to cheer and clap, adding their throaty voices to the general cacophony of the ear-splitting fanfare. Others, however, just sat where they were with their fingers in their ears. Those at the head table rose as one, in greeting. Even Bolldhe tiredly got to his feet and expressionlessly imitated their salute.




    ‘My most noble warriors of Pel-Adan, and honoured guests from afar,’ announced the herald, though few could hear his words, ‘I present to you, the most High and Excellent, Splendid and Magnificent, the pre-eminent Peladane of the North, the Warlord Artibulus Wintus!’




    The cheering waxed into an uproar as the Warlord grandly paraded through them. Holding his head high, he nodded left and right in gracious acknowledgement. A thousand heads strained forward to better view this near-god who now walked among them, almost swooning from the opiate charisma that emanated from his transcendent majesty. Even those who had suffered at his hands over the years now roared in jubilation, eyes moist with fervour. The heady aroma of herd instinct could be smelt for miles around.




    Mounting the dais, Artibulus took his seat in the centre of the long table. Gapp, now that he saw him close at hand for the first time in his life, could not help feeling that the man looked more like a wealthy merchant or banker than a warrior.




    Though Methuselech hastily faded into the throng, Artibulus noticed him immediately. His noble mien lightened for a moment as he smiled in surprise at his trusted comrade-in-arms. Meanwhile, the crowd began to quieten, and waited expectantly. All eleven places at the head table were now occupied, so the council could commence.




    Then the herald rose. ‘Most honoured guests and companions of the Warlord Artibulus, I present to you his son and heir, Thegne Nibulus Wintus.’




    ‘At last,’ murmured Nibulus, rising excitedly to his feet. This was the first time that his father had allowed him to take full charge of the proceedings, and make his first address to a council. And moreover this was to be his campaign, and he would not let the old man forget that. With one last glance towards his father, he faced the throng.




    Now that Nibulus was facing ahead, the Warlord’s syrupy eyes studied his son unblinkingly. Artibulus, like many a Peladane, had never considered it particularly important to get to know his son, and he could not help but speculate about his performance now. The lad seemed worthy enough, the sort you could depend on in a tight spot. But what about his oratory and leadership skills? How would he handle them? What demands could he make of his men that would still sound like promises?




    Nibulus cleared his throat. ‘Right, first I would like to thank my father for hosting this gathering today,’ he began, ‘and also thank you all for attending on this, my first . . . campaign.’ He savoured the word, drawing it out luxuriously.




    Pel’s Bells! Artibulus rolled his eyes and his gaze rose up to the vaulted ceiling.




    ‘I shall come to the point,’ Nibulus went on. ‘I realize that many of you are under the impression that, following our triumph over the Villans of Frea-Vilyana three years ago, we are here to raise another army to repeat such a victory.’




    There was a general buzz of approval from the throng, many of whom were veterans of the Villan crusades and, having spent most of their spoils already, were keen to have another crack at the enemy. For many, too, the sacking of cities and general harrying of the South was their only escape from a life of relentless boredom.




    Nibulus changed tack: ‘However, since our last victory over them three years ago, those southern upstarts are of little concern to us now . . .’




    The first murmurings of surprise and disappointment began to be heard, and Nibulus resisted the temptation to look at his father, though well imagining the expression on the old man’s face. Still, there was no avoiding the subject now, so best to get it out of the way the soonest.




    ‘No,’ he affirmed authoritatively, ‘there are far more important matters to concern us now, my friends. The force of elite warriors I intend to raise today will be granted the honour of defeating an even older, greater enemy, a threat that is now poised to engulf us all. For an ancient terror is once again stirring across the land.’ He paused for effect, as his father had taught him. ‘I lead you against the vile forces of Olchor and his minions!’




    There was a buzz of surprise at this announcement, but one of interest too. Olchor, the ‘Evil God of Death’, was not only recognized as one of the most powerful deities in existence but as the common enemy of all others, immortal and mortal alike. His cult was one of the oldest in the world, and his worshippers were many. His temples lurked in many places, some veiled, shadowy and primordial, others bold, shining and new. And their priests, the necromancers, were feared by all; some of them were reputedly so ancient that they hardly resembled any other race that dwelt upon the face of Lindormyn, either because of inconceivable decrepitude or, in the case of those with the greatest powers, because they were born in an era so far distant in the past that mankind then simply did not look as he did nowadays. In some cases their true age transcended the count of years, for their beginning occurred before numbers had even been conceived. And there were other necromancers barely out of their childhood, proud acolytes given to saturated excess and sanguine ostentation.




    If there was one sacred cause that could unite the different religions and bickering factions of this world, it would be a crusade against Olchor. So the crowd now listened attentively as Nibulus continued, the very air becoming dark with anxiety.




    Well, Nibulus considered cheerfully, that wasn’t too painful, was it?




    ‘As you know,’ he went on, ‘Peladanes have always stood uncompromisingly against the devilish schemes of Olchor, and it is because of this noble tradition that my father has agreed to fund this quest . . .’




    There was a snort from Bolldhe, who swiftly clamped a hand over his mouth, but said nothing.




    ‘. . . but it is only right that I now hand you over to the instigator of this holy quest. My friends, I give you Finwald.’




    It was not often that Artibulus’s face registered expression, but on this occasion it bore one of quiet astonishment. That’s it? A few mumbled mewlings and you’re going to pass the sceptre to a civilian?




    Finwald rose dutifully, amid a general hum of irritation, contempt and hostility from the crowd. This priest was absolutely not welcome here in the hall of warriors. Finwald glanced nervously down at the Warlord’s son, but Nibulus merely motioned him to get on with it before any catcalls started.




    The priest cleared his throat and began, ‘Brave fighting men’ – then immediately realized how feeble he sounded in this cavernous hall. He quickly raised his voice, though in doing so found that it now quavered like a boy’s.




    Nibulus joined his father in staring ceilingwards.




    ‘Undoubtedly you are all aware of the many forms and guises that Evil entity has assumed in the past,’ Finwald continued bravely. ‘Ever and anon will the Father of Lies send out his minions to corrupt our world, and it has always fallen to men such as yourselves to stand in their way. Indeed every page of history is written with such strife. Some of these servants of Evil are well known to us, others less so, but it is of one pernicious above all that I now speak, namely the Rawgr-lord, Drauglir.’




    The hostility from the throng instantly faded, but the contempt multiplied tenfold. Drauglir was infamous as one of the most dangerous Rawgrs ever to have existed, but that was half a millennium ago. So what was this string-boy doing, telling them all this rubbish?




    ‘Over five hundred years ago,’ Finwald hastened on, ‘this same terrible demigod held sway over the whole of the Far North, threatening to infect our entire world with the plague of his Evil. It was only a timely and unprecedented league of Peladanes, Oghain-Yddiaw, mercenaries of Vregh-Nahov and others that finally cut out that abominable cyst and hurled it onto the triumphal bonfires of Justice. His land was invaded, his fortress besieged, and he, together with all his vile minions, was thrown down. Not one soldier or necromancer of the Maw was left alive, and the entire accursed place was purged of Evil.’




    He paused for breath, then continued quickly. ‘However, the sword of Arturus Bloodnose did not eliminate forever the name of Drauglir. Such dire entities have a knack of hanging on, and even now there persists the legend that one day Drauglir would rise again, after five hundred years. Just about now, in fact.’




    Another nervous pause. ‘As anyone in Nordwas can tell you, I myself possess an exceptional skill in theurgy – meaning I can contact the spirits to request their advice. I do not boast in saying this; I simply tell the truth, as many will gladly verify. Over recent months I have been in contact with my deity, and he has revealed many things. So it is my woeful duty to vaticinate to you all today, my friends, that the legends concerning Drauglir’s second coming are true. He will be among us again before the year is out!’




    There was a moment’s silence, then the entire hall erupted in raucous laughter. There were also angry shouts, and at one point a throwing axe thudded into the table in front of Finwald. The offender was swiftly removed and (as Finwald learned later that day) his fingers ceremonially fed into the gear mechanism of the nearest watermill, but the whole reaction was totally unexpected by those sitting at the head table.




    Finwald the priest looked over to Nibulus and his father for support, but they too seemed to be in some confusion. Even Methuselech shrugged in bewilderment. What was so funny or provocative? Everyone was familiar with the legend of Drauglir’s second coming. It was true that nobody knew how this legend began, but there were now persistent rumours circulating the markets and taverns of Wyda-Aescaland regarding a resurgence of terrible Evil in the Maw. And for many years now, it seemed, various groups of reckless adventurers had actually been journeying there.




    They had their reasons, these people, some not as virtuous as others. Off to the North they would go, and often that was the last ever seen or heard of them. These disappearances had piqued the imagination of the skalds and gossipmongers, for filling in the blanks with creative fantasy is ever the job of the storyteller, and that which is not known is the blankest page of all. But what had really caused excitement during the last few years were reports of the few groups of travellers that had actually returned. Tales of ‘soured’ people in the Far North, dead men walking, and unspeakable horrors that stalked in dark places, all now added authenticity to the burblings of the skalds.




    So what was the problem here?




    One man stood up and shouted above the din: ‘Horse manure! Have you brought us all the way here just to tell us bedtime stories? Come off it! We all know Drauglir died that day, burned into a heap of bubbling jelly!’




    ‘Yeah!’ cried another. ‘Even if he were to come back, what danger would we be in from that?’




    Then Appa stood up. He was not a natural speaker, not with a voice so weak and croaky, but it was the surprise of seeing him dare to stand up at all that stilled the crowd.




    ‘I can endorse my brother Finwald’s claim, for I too am a Lightbearer and have known this man beside me for many years. I can assure you therefore that he does possess powers – as do all true followers of Cuna.’




    Unfortunately, such confirmation from just another Cuna priest, and a senile one too, proved less than helpful in convincing them. But eventually there did arise support of a kind from unexpected quarters. For a number of Peladanes from the most northerly regions now made themselves heard, and it seemed that there were indeed stories rife in their villages about the ‘escape of the hell-hound Drauglir from his icy fastness’.




    One such soldier, from the village of Wrache on the northern fringes of Wyda-Aescaland, began. ‘There came from the North one night a storm o’ such violence and fury that the whole village fled to the temple, for within its stony fortitude we did hope to find sanctuary. And there, as the tempest scream’d outside carrying upon it diabolic voices that no wind nor rain should ever make, we came to realize that this was no storm born o’ the heavens, but rather from the reeking mouth o’ Hell itself. The smashing o’ slates, the felling o’ trees, the ripping-up o’ fences, all could be heard as the tempest went about its destructive task.




    ‘But within the House o’ Pel-Adan we was safe . . . or so we’d believ’d. For anon rose, above the havoc o’ the winds, an utterance that brought a terror into our hearts such as none gather’d there had ever thought possible; ’twas the clamour o’ demons, like as the baying o’ the Black Dog itself, and round and round the shaking building it tore in its ire. Great rending sounds as of some terrible talon could we hear upon the door, and a hammering upon all the shutters so strong it was only Faith that held them from splintering asunder.




    ‘’Course it could not get in as long as our faith held fast. But there was those in our company what were going mad with fear, and t’would not be long ’fore their minds departed forever, such was the horror o’ the Beast that raged without. And when finally the steeple came crashing down in ruination, Thegne Toktoson took up his Greatsword and went out to meet it. He slid back the bars, wrench’d open the door, and in that second all the fury o’ the Black Place burst into the temple. Thrice round the sanctuary this pack o’ fiends tore, as we curl’d in an agony o’ fear upon the flagstones.




    ‘And then, suddenly as it’d enter’d, it was gone . . . just not there. The tempestuous manifestation died, the trees ceased their tumult, and we all stagger’d to our feet. What’d befallen, we never found out, but t’was Thegne Toktoson what saved the day. And there he was, upon the floor by the portal, his head ripped clean off by the Hell-Hound.




    ‘T’was Drauglir, I tell you. O’ that there’s no doubt in my mind.’




    Those at the head table relaxed a little; the words of the Peladanes of Wrache, a place too far to be considered in the pay of the Wintus household, did more to quieten the assembly than the words of any priest. They were a hardy and honest lot, less given to the excesses of their more southerly peers, and were held in a kind of grudging respect by other Peladanes.




    One soldier, the leader of a band of archers from Rhelma-Find, then spoke up: ‘Holy man here zsay Drauglir will rize, and man of Wrache say he already riz. Either way, far as we concerned you all talking manure: Arturuz Bloodnoze zstuck hiz zsword into Rawgr’z heart, then dezstroyed corpse with fire! That the way it alwayz done with Hell-thingz. Zso that an end to it; how can Drauglir pozsibly rize again?’




    There was a general buzz of agreement. Like beez.




    But Finwald was unflustered: ‘To start with, Arturus never so much as laid hands on the Rawgr. It’s a well-documented fact that it was by the hands of one of Drauglir’s own servants that the demon’s heart was pierced.’




    This much at least was not too shocking a revelation to those listening, as there had always been doubt as to who had actually thrust the blade in.




    ‘And are you really such an authority on the subject of rawgr-slaying that you can assure us all, and the good men of Wrache here, that burning the body would be enough to destroy one? Can you truly gainsay the word of those who have spent their lives studying this legend? Are we to risk the entire world on just the theories of an archer from . . . wherever it is you come from? I venture to suggest that you are suffering from the same delusional over-confidence that afflicted the Peladanes five hundred years ago. You see, their great error was in mistaking the correct way of slaying the Rawgr . . .’




    Immediately there was an uproar. All the Peladanes in the hall surged forward and bayed their outrage, and it did not look as if they could be placated this time.




    ‘What was that you were saying about delusional over-confidence?’ Nibulus hissed at the priest, as the Peladanes began a war-chant denouncing mage-priests, Lightbearers and all things civilian.




    All the Peladanes, that is, except the Warlord and his son, who had already endured this same argument with Finwald earlier. After a few ugly minutes, their intervention calmed the crowd down enough to hear Finwald further.




    ‘I know how galling it must be for you to stand around listening to some follower of Cuna tell you what is and what isn’t right. Believe me, I’m not enjoying this, but it is of the utmost importance that we sort out this problem right here and now. If not, we will still be arguing when the skies are red with fire creeping down from the North, and while the leprous serpents of Hell come slithering into our children’s cots!’




    He paused, struggling to keep the shrillness from his voice. He had never been the preaching type. ‘There is, however, a correct way to slay a rawgr-lord—’




    ‘And that iz to immolate the body in fire,’ persisted the archer, to whoops of triumph from others nearby.




    But Finwald would not be deflected. ‘Wrong! According to every demonology I have found, and which I have shared with my honourable associates here at the table’ – there was a nod of assent from the Warlord – ‘the only way to destroy a rawgr-lord of Olchor is to pierce the heart and the brain with a magical blade. Failing that, a weapon of silver-plated iron will do. Any other method will most decidedly not do. That is a fact.’




    There followed a heated debate on sundry ways of killing a rawgr-lord, which raged on for nearly an hour. Most stuck firmly to the popular belief that burning was adequate. A few, mainly foreign mercenaries, had also heard tell that silver-plated iron would work, and sided with Finwald. But no matter how eloquently he argued, the priest could not convince them that a sword through both heart and brain was the surest solution. Finally, in frustration, he said, ‘Then if you are right about immolation by fire, how come it failed the last time?’




    As soon as the words had left his mouth he cursed himself for his own stupidity. He knew what was coming next.




    ‘How do you know it did fail?’ was the reply from a hundred throats. ‘It is only you who claims otherwise. For all we know, Drauglir was slain there and then.’




    Finwald took a deep breath and, truly believing his conviction would save the day, proclaimed: ‘It is not I that claim this truth; it is my god.’




    Straight away the very air of the sweaty chamber turned even sourer, as close on a thousand voices bawled out their disdain. It sounded like feeding time at the hyena house. Finwald closed his eyes in despair, while Nibulus covered his face with one hand, not sure whether to groan at his dwindling hopes of raising an expeditionary force, or to laugh at Finwald’s stupidity. Gapp merely looked away – he simply was not here in this hall any more.




    The derision continued until Appa once more rose to his feet.




    ‘I’m afraid you’ll just have to trust us on this,’ he croaked in irritation. ‘If you refuse to believe that it is Cuna who has revealed this message to him, then just believe that it is your own deity too who warns you. If there are any here who simply cannot accept the possibility that Drauglir yet lives, they may as well leave right now, for we have no need of them!’




    Many took up this challenge and immediately departed. They had heard enough. With a third of the assembly now walking out the door, and those remaining only doing so because of the presence of the Warlord himself, Finwald had to try a different approach – his last-ditch attempt to win them over.




    ‘Is not your god Pel-Adan considered the greatest enemy of Olchor?’ he inveigled. ‘Is it not Pel-Adan and his loyal followers who have always been the foremost stumbling-block to Olchor’s malign machinations? So does it really seem so improbable to you that the Sword of Pel-Adan – the very talisman of your cult – is the key to Olchor’s downfall?’ He studied them closely and then added carefully, ‘Do you not believe in the power of your own god?’




    Well, that just about did it for the council at Wintus Hall. The Warlord had entirely misjudged the mood and reactions of both the Peladanes and the mercenaries. The ensuing uproar denouncing the mage-priests and their blasphemy was visibly apparent to those at the head table in a sea of furious red faces, slobbering tongues and glaring eyes:




    ‘Insolence!’




    ‘Get him out!’




    ‘Stand down, preacher man!’




    ‘Shove off, beanpole!’




    ‘Out! Out! Out!’




    Finwald looked down in despair. The visions he had of raising a vast army of highly trained soldiers were fading from his mind with every chant of outrage.




    ‘You’re not handling this very well, are you?’ Nibulus stated mildly.




    This at least could not be denied; the hall was emptying so fast it looked as if someone had pulled a plug from the floor of Wintus Hall. Within just ten minutes the company were staring at an audience of no more than thirty men. As the last Peladane stormed out of the hall, he yelled back at the Warlord: ‘How can you allow this infidel to speak thus?’ Artibulus stared expressionlessly at the man, who quickly continued his exit. Soon, all that could be heard of the departing Peladane were his echoing footfalls, and then were all gone. Finwald’s grandiose plans went out of the door with them.




    The remainder sat uncomfortably on the desolate benches, each with an embarrassingly large empty space to either side of him. Gapp noted with displeasure that the grim-faced mercenary with the crow’s feathers sticking out of his hood still showed no signs of leaving.




    There was a profound silence in the chamber, interrupted only by the occasional cough from one of the diminished audience. Nibulus began drumming his fingers on the table-top; Gapp wanted to bury his head in his hands.




    ‘Well,’ announced Finwald, ‘as I was saying—’




    ‘I wouldn’t say anything,’ Nibulus interrupted. ‘We’ve lost enough of them as it is.’




    Finwald frowned and lowered the brim of his hat to cover his eyes.




    Then Appa spoke up coldly, ‘Well, what are you lot waiting for? If none of you believes this is any more than fairytale nonsense, why don’t you just leave too?’ There was a distinct note of challenge above the defeat in his voice.




    Methuselech, perhaps feeling sorry for his friends at the table, stood up and replied simply: ‘Because we don’t believe this is nonsense.’




    ‘No,’ interjected another. ‘The Wintus family has too great a reputation to risk throwing it away on the dreamed-up fantasy of some upstart mage-priest.’ He then stood down, happy with himself for managing to insult both Finwald and the Wintuses in one statement. But at least it seemed their scanty audience was willing to hear more.




    Nibulus stood up and tried a different tack, one which he knew was more likely to win them over than any sense of obligation, and that was pay! Warlord Artibulus did, after all, control exceedingly large amounts of money.




    Ah, now you’re talking. Artibulus nodded in approval.




    Terms and conditions of service, estimated duration, individual precedence, all these Nibulus outlined as briefly as possible, and left till the end the thorny subject of finally destroying the rawgr-lord Drauglir, assuming he was even still alive. But before he could expand on that, he was interrupted by one of the remaining soldiers.




    ‘We don’t know if that thing is still alive, and to be honest I couldn’t give a damn any more. So long as we get properly paid, that’s all I’m bothered about, but we still have to work out how to kill him before we get there. If he’s still about, there’s no way then I’m going to stand around while you lot are still bickering about how to destroy him.’




    Nibulus sighed. ‘Look, if it pleases you, we can use every method suggested to us: pierce the heart and brain with silver, and also with a magical blade; set the bugger alight, drown him in gravy, stick a billhook up his backside, whatever . . . I can pass round a sheet of parchment right now and you can all write down any method you want. That way everyone should be satisfied, so long as we’re properly equipped beforehand. Finwald . . . ?’




    ‘My method,’ Finwald replied, holding up a silver shortsword. ‘I possess no magical blade, so have had this one made.’




    ‘This is all very well,’ butted in the last soldier irritably, ‘but according to my count we’ve listed no less than eleven different ways to kill the bastard. Exactly how long is it going to take to complete all of those, and just what is Drauglir going to be up to while we’re doing all this to him?’




    ‘Twelve ways,’ corrected Appa, and all heads turned towards him.




    ‘Oh yes,’ Nibulus said, ‘I was wondering when we’d get round to Bolldhe.’




    The balding, red-faced foreigner did not show any reaction. He knew the ways of men better than most, and clearly was not about to waste his time trying to convince anyone of anything. Remaining seated, he merely nodded and returned his gaze to the table-top in front of him.




    So, instead, the old priest Appa rose to address the prospective campaigners. ‘Brave enemies of Olchor, a while ago I had a vision. In that vision my lord Cuna told me — ’




    ‘Oh no, here we go again,’ said a bored voice from the rear.




    ‘He told me that I too must accompany my colleague Finwald upon his quest.’




    This was met with a burst of cruel but predictable laughter. Though none of them had actually been there, the Far North was well known to be one of the harshest and most inhospitable regions of the known world. Appa, however, did not exactly look the hardy sort.




    But the old priest was undeterred: ‘Yes, I, Appa the worn-out old cleric, was told I must also make the journey to Vaagenfjord Maw. And there was one destined to go with me, one who has already travelled the world. This man, Cuna revealed, would arrive unexpectedly from the East, going by the name of Bolldhe. And though not a follower of Cuna, he would be sent with Cuna’s blessing. For he is the one destined to destroy forever the Evil of Drauglir. Yet he would have no understanding of his mission, or even how to accomplish this sacred task.’




    At this Bolldhe simply smiled and nodded.




    ‘But at the end,’ Appa went on, ‘he would know, and it would be up to me to help enlighten him. That’s how my vision ended – but a week later the very man arrived amongst us.’




    All eyes were now on the traveller. He certainly did not look anything special. Judging from the weird array of clothing and accoutrements, he could hale from just about anywhere on the face of Lindormyn. Apart from the rawhide trousers, deerskin tunic and stoatskin cloak, which might have been purchased from any trader right here in Nordwas, nothing else he wore looked familiar. Everything else was alien to them: the garnet-studded leather belt from which hung a lizard-hide waterskin; the necklace of bizarrely shaped teeth sporting a large and opaque pale-blue gem in the centre; those heavy jade bracelets covered in exotic runes; the scimitar-shaped brooch-pin . . . And what about the strange tattoos on the backs of his hands: some kind of horned serpent, or dragon perhaps? Clearly this was a well-travelled man.




    But why was this ordinary-looking man attired so extraordinarily? Though obviously no warrior, he did at least look fit in a wiry sort of way; a man who could look after himself. He had about him the ragged, unsleek look of a wild hare: in the constant watchfulness in his eyes and the careful way he held himself. While Peladanes and mercenaries lounged, this man seemed taut and ready to spring away at the first sign of danger, a man canny enough to dodge any opponent, or double back with a speed that would throw off any predator.




    In short a loner, and a survivor.




    All eyes remained on the traveller, but if they expected him to say anything, they were in for a long wait. Bolldhe just gazed back at them with an expression that seemed to say: Yes, can I help you?




    Finally one soldier called out impatiently: ‘Let me get this straight, cleric; you want us to accompany some old priest across near-impassable country, by a route you won’t disclose, to an old ruin inhabited by the burnt ashes of a five-hundred-year-old corpse, then to stick all manner of sharp things into it, and burn it again. And then, if it looks like rising to life again before the year’s out, to let this chatty foreigner destroy it by some means not even he knows of?’




    ‘He will know by the end of it,’ replied Appa. ‘That’s a promise.’




    ‘A promise made by your god – the one who appeared to you in a vision. You expect us to believe that?’




    ‘I know it sounds a tad unlikely, but it is true. That’s all I can say.’




    ‘Nice talking t’ you,’ said the mercenary, and calmly walked out of the room too. Those at the head table then had to look on helplessly as most of the rest rose to their feet and, without a word, followed his example. As the last man disappeared through the door, the company found themselves staring at a gathering of just two. These were the flamboyant Methuselech Xilvafloese and the grim mercenary with the disturbing stare.
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